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Abstract
According to the Hussar and Bailey (2017) the number of non-traditional students on
college campuses are expected to rise, closing the size of gap in enrollment numbers

between traditional and non-traditional students. Though, the non-traditional studt::nl has
traditionally been defined

as

students aged 25 and older, this study used Hom and

Carroll's (1996) definition, as students who possess certain characteristics that make
them vulnerable to academic problems (i.e. delayed enrollment, part-time enrollment,
financial independence, full-time employment while enrolled, having dependents, being a
single parent, or not receiving a standard high school diploma). Hom and Carroll (1996)
further used these characteristics to describe the minimally, moderately, and highly non
traditional student. This study looked at married students, aged 25 years and older, with
dependents, or the moderately to highly non-traditional by Hom and Carroll's (1996)
definition. The intention of this study was to gain insight into why these 'non
traditionals' pursue a four-year degree, the challenges they face,

as

well

as

the factors

which contribute to their success. The researcher conducted this phenomenological study
by interviewing six undergraduate students at a Midwestern, mid-sized university. The
p articipants

were asked questions in one semi-structured interview meant to capture their

experiences about being non-traditional undergraduate students. Our findings confirm
previous research which found that non-traditional students have unique experiences
because of their non-traditional status, yet demonstrated that there is still more to be done
to help them assimilate into the college culture.
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CHAPTER I
Introduction

According to the National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] (2015),
approximately 74% of the students enrolled in higher education institutions during the::
2011-2012 academic year had at least one characteristic that defined them as non
traditional; 27.5% had at least one dependent and 84.8% were married or in partnership
(Radford, Cominole, & Skomsvold, 2015). These numbers are expected to increase, thus
closing the enrollment gap between traditional and non-traditional students (Hussar, &
Bailey, 2017). These rising numbers may be due to a variety ofreasons, including the
decline of the blue-collar sector, layoffs, and workers needing a more technically
sophisticated skillset (Compton, Cox, & Laanan, 2006). A shift of societal norms may
also be a contributor to the increase as it is no longer the norm for women to be
homemakers and full-time mothers (Compton, Cox, & Laanan, 2006). According to
Compton, Cox, and Laanan (2006), most ofthese students return to school after a major
life change, such as divorce or the death of a partner or spouse.
Although some define the non-traditional student as simply a student over the age
of25 (e.g. Chao & Good, 2004; Justice & Dornan, 2001; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011;
Markle, 2015), Hom and Carroll (1996) went further and defined non-traditional students
by choices or background characteristics that may make them vulnerable to problems in
school. These choices or characteristics are delayed enrollment, part-time enrollment,
financial independence, full-time employment while enrolled, having dependents, being a
single parent, or not receiving a standard high school diploma. Hom and Carroll (1996)
further described three types of non-traditional students; minimally non-traditional
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students possess one characteristic, moderately non-traditional students possess two or
three characteristics, and highly non-traditional students possess four or more
characteristics.
Non-traditional students are continuing to become more prevalent on college
campuses. Wlodkowski and Ginsberg (2017) estimated half of all adults between the ages
of25 and 55 were involved in some form of education in 201 0. The NCES also projected
undergraduate students between the ages of25 to 34 and those 35 years and older to
increase an additional 1 1 % and 1 3% respectively between 2015 and 2026 (Hussar, &
Bailey, 2017). In fall 2003, University A - the research site of this study - reported
l 0.8% undergraduate students 25 years and older (University A, 2003). By fall 2017, this
had increased to 14.3%, though the university had experienced a decline in overall
enrollment (University A, 201 7), hence indicating that University A is following national
trends with regards to enrollment of undergraduate students aged 25 years and older.
An extensive amount of research has been conducted regarding non-traditional
students in higher education. Studies have focused on factors such as type of institution
(Markle, 2015; Osam, Bergman, & Cumberland, 201 7), residency (Gilardi &
Guglielmetti, 20 1 1 ), and characteristics that make a student non-traditional (Chung,
Turnbull, & Chur-Hansen, 2017; Compton, Cox, & Laanan, 2005; Hom & Carroll,
1 996). Research has also focused on the history of non-traditional students in higher
education (Grattan 1959; Rohfeld, 1 990), the barriers faced by non-traditional students
(Garland, 1 993; Markel, 2015), and the protective factors that help non-traditional
students succeed (Chung, Turnbull, & Chur-Hansen, 2017; Markel, 2015). A gap in the
research regarding non-traditional students surrounds the lived experiences of married

3

students in the United States with dependents. Studies that do focus on married students
with dependents were conducted in countries such as Canada (Van Rhijn, Lero, & Burke,
2016), Denmark (Brooks, 2015), and Great Britain (Brooks, 2015; Gilardi &
Guglielmetti, 201 1; Moreau, 2016; Moreau & Kerner, 2015). It cannot be assumed that
the experiences of non-traditional students in the United States are the same as the
experiences of non-traditional students in other countries. Neither can it be assumed that
the non-traditional experience is the same across four-year institutions in the US.
Making the choice to return to school as non-traditional may not be an easy
choice, despite the appeal of a better job or the general hope of a brighter future (Merrill,
2015). These students may face setbacks due to family conflicts, struggles with
academics, and the institution itself (Merrill, 2015). As a former moderately non
traditional student, I experienced some of the challenges described in the literature. I
struggled to navigate the college environment, and balance my roles as mother, wife, and
student. The presence of both institutional support and support from family were
instrumental in my success. Now that I have embarked on a journey that will lead to a
career in college student affairs, I am interested in understanding the lived experiences of
other non-traditionals and documenting their struggles and successes. Findings from this
study will help more proximately University A's faculty and staff better understand the
_
factors that influence the decision of non-traditional students to return to school, the
setbacks or challenges faced by its non-traditional students, and the support services and
systems that help these students overcome challenges and persist, so as to create
programming or take actions to better serve them.
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Purpose of Study

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to investigate the essence of the
lived experiences of one subset of non-traditional students - married undergraduate
students aged 25 and older with dependents, attending

a

mid-sized, public university in

the rural Midwest. This was accomplished by conducting one-on-one, semi-structured
interviews with individuals who met the following inclusion criteria: (1) enrolled in an
undergraduate program at the institution of interest, (2) were age 25 or older, (3) married,
and (4) had dependents. Because of the nature of the inclusionary criteria, participants in
this study met Hom and Carroll's (1996) definition of moderately to highly non
traditional students.
Research Questions

In the current study, I defined the non-traditional student as a married
undergraduate student, who was at least 25 years of age with at least one dependent. To
meet this study's purpose, I formulated the following questions:
1. Why do non-traditional students pursue a four-year degree?
2. What challenges do non-traditional students face while pursuing a four-year
degree?
3. What factors contribute to non-traditional students' academic success?
Significance of the Study

Non-traditional students make up a significant portion of the college student
population (NCES, 2015; Radford, Cominole, & Skomsvold, 2015). An effective way to
learn about a population is to learn about the experiences they have from their own
perspectives. By looking at the lived experiences of these students, institutions will be
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able to better serve them. Non-traditional students are defined by the very same
characteristics that challenge their education (Hom & Carroll, 1996). Understanding how
they balance their responsibilities, what helps them decide to enroll in classes, what
barriers or challenges they face, and what type of support they have on their journey can
help provide a holistic picture of how to recruit and retain these students by providing
appropriate institutional support and services.
Limitations of the Study
Although all research unavoidably has limitations, the question of rigor is
often one of the most criticized aspects of qualitative research (Thomas & Magilvy,

2011). Three limitations have been identified that could impact the trustworthiness of the
study. A first limitation is related to the extent that the findings are transferable.
Transferability is dependent on the degree to which two contexts are similar (Guba,
1981 ). All participants in the study were from one university. Therefore, the contexts
provided by the institution, including type, size, and location, may impact the experiences
of the participants. Hence, the findings may not be an accurate depiction of the
experiences of all married undergraduate students, age 25 and over with dependents
across all institutions. To facilitate judgment of transferability,

I provided detailed

descriptions about the context at which the study took place.
The second limitation is inherent to qualitative research, and related to researcher
bias, which cannot be completely erased. I recognized that the topic determination,
participant selection, data collection, and data analysis processes for this study were
dependent on me, as the researcher (Atieno. 2009), and therefore were influenced by my
own experiences, including my personal experiences as a married undergraduate student
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over the age of25 with three children. However, as suggested by Creswell and Poth
(2018), I have shared a description of my own experience in Chapter 3 and committed to
the process of bracketing so that the focus was placed the on voices of my participants. In
addition, I was mindful of the importance of neutrality (Krefting, 199 J) and recognized
the experiences of the study's participants were likely different from my own experience.
A final limitation I identified is length of time I spent with each participant, which
was limited to one 45 to 60-minute interview. If I had been able to spend more time with
each participant, I would have shadowed them for a day or more to observe their
experiences in the classroom, in non-academic campus spaces, at home, and in between.
If time allowed, I would have conducted multiple interviews with each participant as they
progressed with their undergraduate education.
Definition of Terms

Although some terms used may have generally accepted definitions, others may
be uncommon or explicit. This section defines the terms as they will be used in this study
to ensure uniformity. Terms provided without citations have been developed by the
researcher or are from the researcher's point of view.
Adult student.

Students that are typically over 24 years old, work at least part

time, have families, are not as involved with campus activities, and are more likely to
pursue a vocational program (Compton, Cox, & Laanan, 2006; Osam, Bergman, &
Cumberland, 201 7).
Highly non-traditional student.

A student who possessed four or more of the

following seven non-traditional characteristics: 1 ) delayed enrollment, 2) part-time
enrollment, 3) financial independence, 4) full-time employment while tiling classes, 5)

7

have dependents, 6) single parent, and 7) did not receive a standard high school diploma
(Hom & Carroll, 1996).
Minimally non-traditional student. A student who possessed one of the
following

seven non-traditional characteristics: 1) delayed enrollment, 2) part-time

enrollment, 3) financial independence,

4) full-time employment while taking classes, 5)

have dependents, 6) single parent, and 7) did not receive a standard high school diploma
(Hom & Carroll, 1996).
Moderately non-traditional student. A student who possessed two or three of
the following seven non-traditional characteristics:

I ) delayed enrollment, 2) part-time

enrollment, 3) financial independence, 4) full-time employment while taking classes, 5)
have dependents, 6) single parent, and 7) did not receive a standard high school diploma
(Hom & Carroll, 1996).
Non-traditional student. A student that was enrolled at least part-time,
commuted to school, was 25 years or older, or any combination of the three (Allen,
1993). For this document, this term was used interchangeably with "non-traditionals" or
"adult student."
Traditional student. A student that did not fit the

criteria of a non-traditional

student.
Undergraduate student. Postsecondary students who are working in an
associate's degree, vocational degree, technical, or baccalaureate program (Hussar &
Bailey, 2017)
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Summary
Nationally reported trends are projecting an increase in non-traditional students in
American colleges and universities. This increase in enrollment of students possessing
non-traditional characteristics means that it is imperative for student affairs professionals
and administrators to gain insights into what challenges they face and how they can
overcome these obstacles to be successful. By seeing their experiences from the
students' own point of view, university staff and faculty can better support these students.
This student population does not merely have to focus on their college experience; as the
following literature review shows, they must also take into consideration their spouses,
children, families, and co-workers (Brown, 2010).
Chapter I has presented an introduction of the study. This includes the purpose of
the study, research questions, significance of the study, limitations and delimitations of
the Study, and definition of terms used. The review of the existing research about the
topic of non-traditional students is covered in chapter II. The review includes a detailed
historical perspective of non-traditional students, barriers non-traditionals face, protective
barriers, and the theoretical and conceptual framework that guided this study. Chapter III
presents the methodology and the data gathering procedures used in the study. The
findings discovered and themes that emerged during data analysis are found in chapter
IV. Chapter V provides the summary of the findings, a discussion, recommendations for
student affairs professionals, recommendations for future research, and a conclusion.
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Chapter II
Review of Literature

The purpose of this study was to investigate the lived experiences of one subset of
nontraditional students: married undergraduate students with dependents at a public, mid
sized university in the rural Midwest. Chapter II includes a review of the existing
literature on non-traditionals in higher education. This chapter begins with a summary of
a historical perspective of non-traditional students in higher education. It then continues
with an examination of the barriers faced by non-traditional students and the protective
factors which help non-traditional students overcome those barriers. Finally, this chapter
includes a review of Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory, which served as the
theoretical framework for this study.
Historical Perspective of Non-Traditional Students

The definition of non-traditional students has changed significantly throughout
the history of higher education. In the past, non-traditional students included minority
students, students of low socio-economic status, and students that had not graduated high
school (Ogren, 2017; Thorndike, Bregman, Tilton, & Woodyard, 1928). At one time, not
that long ago, women were considered non-traditional (Ogren, 2017). However,
according to Ogren (2017), these non-traditional students had much in common with
today's non-traditional students because of the differentiation between "normal" and "not
normal" students.
Opportunities for non-traditional students in the 1700s and 1800s.

Opportunities for adult learning were first created in informal public spaces outside of
university settings. According to Grattan (1959), Benjamin Franklin established the
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JUNTO club in 1727; this club met in a room on Friday evenings and discussed a variety
of subjects. Some of the subjects discussed were morals, politics, and natural philosophy.
Members each wrote and read an essay on any subject of their choosing several times a
year (Grattan, 1959). Josiah Holbrook dedicated most of his life to adult learning and
founded lyceums in 1826 (Grattan, 1959; Rohfeld, 1990). Lyceums were designed to be
educational and provide academic encouragement to communjties as a form of adult
education (Rohfeld, 1990). Lyceums took place in public venues as a base for lectures on
topics such as chemistry, composition, arithmetic, and methods of teaching; lyceums
benefited ladies' seminaries and public schools (Grattan, 1959). Holbrook's work made
him one of the earliest adult education professionals in the United States (Grattan, 1959).
In addition to informal public spaces, adult education was also conducted by
correspondence. The Chautauqua Assembly was an adult education movement founded
in l 808 by John H. Vincent; it became one of the greatest undertakings in adult education
during that time (Grattan, 1959). In the beginning, all contact between educators and
students was by mail, except for summer sessions (Grattan, 1959). Chautauqua
ultimately became a group of programs (Rohfeld, 1990). The curriculum started with
religious subjects; subjects such as music, science, languages, and history were added
later (Rohfeld, 1990). William Rainey Harper was one of the instructors at the
Chautauqua Assembly (Grattan, 1959). He became the intellectual founder of the
University of Chicago, along with John D. Rockefeller, in 1892; Harper became president
of the University (Grattan, 1959; Rohfeld, 1990). The University had a "Division of
University Extension" that offered college credit through correspondence study (Rohfeld,
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1990, p. 10). According to Grattan (1959), the university experimented with instruction
by mail and still offered instruction by mail as late as 1959.
Adult education increasingly entered university settings throughout the 1800s.
Vocational institutes were started in the early 1800s and offered education in a variety of
courses, including agriculture, mechanics, astronomy, chemistry, and hydraulics
(Portman, 1978). Timothy Clarkson established a mechanics society that eventually
became the Boston Mechanics Institution in 1826; this institution introduced popular
lectures on a variety of scientific subjects to adult learners (Grattan, 1959).

In

the 1830s

and 1840s, state normal schools were established in order to form a system of education
for teachers (Ogren, 2017; Portman, 1978). According to Portman (1978), the Morrill
Land-Grant Act was passed in 1862, giving each state support for at least one college. In
1885, the Wisconsin University Regents launched short courses in agriculture for
farmers. Those courses consisted of two short winter sessions, and the idea spread
throughout the rest of the nation. Wisconsin's programming for farmers was helped by a
legislative bill that provided $5,000 for farmer's institutes (Rohfeld, 1990).
Opportunities for non-traditional students in the 1900s.

In the late 1800s and

early 1900s, non traditional students were segregated into night or extension classes,
-

allowing these students to gain an education while living their lives (Ross-Gordon, Rose,
&

Kasworm, 2017). The first National University Extension Division (NUEA) was

established in Wisconsin in March of 1915, and extension education was primarily
focused on home economics and agriculture (Rohfeld, 1990). The first professional
organization created exclusively for non-traditional students was established in 1926; it
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was called the American Association for Adult Education, or the AAAE (Ross-Gordon,
Rose, & Kasworm, 2017).
Interest in adult students was demonstrated in the 1920s and 1930s. Results from
a study conducted by Thorndike et al. (1928) indicated that the difference in the rate of
learning between younger and older individuals was small when both groups were in
similar situations, and the ability of adults to learn was close to the learning potential of
students in their late teens. Thorndike et al. (1928) found that 41-year-old men had the
capacity to learn almost as well as men 20 years younger. In the 1930s, travel programs
for adult students were created, including an art tour sponsored by Brigham Young
University. The art tour started on the Mormon Trail in Nauvoo, Illinois, and ended in
Salt Lake City, Utah (Rohfeld, 1990).
Educational opportunities for adult learners boomed after World War I to meet
demands for technical and cultural skills (Rohfeld, 1990). The economic demand for
specialization and professionalization led to the expansion of higher education
opportunities, especially in the form of night classes in cities (Rohfeld, 1990). Although
the People's Institute was a labor college established in 1897, labor colleges became
more prevalent after World War I to offer educational opportunities for laborers
(Rehfeld, 1990). According to Rehfeld (1990), the NUEA established standards to
govern extension and correspondence courses. These standards required that extension
courses have almost the equivalent content, equivalent class instruction hours, and
equivalent instructors as on-campus courses (Rohfeld, 1990). Additionally, extension
students were required to pass examinations to show mastery in the subject and were
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given credit equivalent to that for a class held on the institution's campus (Rohfeld,
1990).
Colleges were still segregated in in the 1940s. Surveys were distributed in 1944
and 1945 to determine how many Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs)
offered adult education programs. Adult education programs were offered by 51 of the
61 HBCUs that responded, saying they offered courses for veterans, homemakers,
farmers, teachers, clerical workers, and the public (Rohfeld, 1990). The courses available
to adults were offered on and off campus, through conferences, correspondence, and
radio programs (Rehfeld, 1990). A few HBCUs which reported not having adult
education programs had previously done so, but needed to abandon them due to WWII
(Rehfeld, 1990). Virginia State College, established in 1937, offered 24 courses by
correspondence that covered home economics, science, music, math, hygiene, English,
and social sciences, making this institution the pioneer of adult education for Black
students (Rohfeld, 1990). Atlanta University established The People's College in 1942,
which offered 35 courses at no tuition, only a registration fee of 50 cents. The People's
College served housewives, clerks, porters, mail carriers, professors and their wives, and
other community members (Rohfeld, 1990).
The Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 provided service members the
opportunity to continue their education that was interrupted by their service during World
War II, as long as they were not dishonorably discharged and reenrolled in school within
seven years after the war ended (Rohfeld, 1990). This act granted the payment of tuition
and fees, as long as the total did not exceed $500 a school year, and provided service
members with an additional allowance of $50 a month if they were single and $75 a
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month if they had dependents (Rohfeld, 1990). This act specifically included servicemen
that were over the age of 25 when they enlisted in the service (Rohfeld, 1990). Colleges
and universities worked to find ways to accommodate the servicemen who returned to
school between 1946 and the early 1950s. These students had signjfican t life experiences,
and many were married with children (Rose, 1994). This influx of adult students sparked
new admissions and placement policies, new teaching techniques, new housing facilities
for students with families, and new support services, such as counseling centers and
career centers (Rose, 1994).

In 1950,

one-third of all college students were 25 years of

age and older (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).
Technology began to play a role in extension and adult education in the 1950s.
The American Council on Education sponsored a Joint Committee on Educational TV in
order to make sure television channels would be set aside for educational purposes
(Rohfeld, 1990). The Federal Communications Commission set aside 242 channels for
education, and the Fund for Adult Education helped 62 of those 242 channels become
operational by 1962 (Rohfeld, 1990). Higher education institutions began to combine
these educational channels with correspondence study and on-campus discussions and
tests, with credit being given when mastery of the subject was shown by assessment
(Rohfeld, 1990).
Senator Walter Mondale from Minnesota proposed the Lifelong Leaming Act in
1975, which was included in The Higher Education Act Amendments of 1976 and helped
bring attention to ways in which federal support could boost continuing education in the
United States (Rohfeld, 1990). Items determined to be part of lifelong learning included
continuing, agricultural, labor, business, occupational, and parent education, as well as
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basic adult education and education for retired and elderly people (Rohfeld, 1990). The
Assistant Secretary of Education was charged with bolstering support for lifelong
learning, reviewing financing and administration to foster lifelong learning, and
identifying barriers to lifelong learning (Rohfeld, 1990).
The Annenberg/CPB Project was created in 1981 when the Annenberg
Foundation granted $10 million dollars to the Corporation for Public Broadcasting for 15
years (Rohfeld, 1 990). This project was created to bring higher education to students that
would otherwise be unable to take classes due to working full-time, having a physical
disability, living too far from an institution's campus, or having limited time due to
raising a family (Rohfeld, 1990). Courses became available in 1984 and ranged from
chemistry to history. The classes were offered through the use of television broadcasting
and videocassette recorders; eventually, satellites and computers were also used (Rohfeld,
1 990).
Although some junior colleges existed before World War II, most were
established afterwards, with the fastest growth between 1960 and 1980 (Ross-Gordon,
Rose, & Kasworm, 2017). These colleges helped adult students by offering the flexibility
for certificates and associate degrees (Ross-Gordon, Rose, & Kasworm, 2017). From
1985 to 2005, higher education evolved to include adult degree completion programs,
satellite campuses, and online learning models (Shugart, 2008). During this time, there
was also a sizeable surge in for-profit colleges offering bachelor's and graduate degree
programs (Shugart, 2008). Shugart (2008) also felt the presence of community colleges
became more apparent. In fact, between 1985 and 2005, community colleges served
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more than half of higher education students, and almost two-thirds of the students
community colleges served were non-traditional students (Shugart, 2008).
Barriers Faced by Non-Traditional Students

Non-traditional students face multiple barriers to their education. According to
Osam, Bergman, and Cumberland (201 7), these can be separated into several categories:
institutional barriers, situational barriers, and dispositional barriers. Institutional barriers
include admission practices, non-flexible course schedules, and financial aid (Markle,
2015;

Osam, Bergman, & Cumberland, 201 7). Situational barriers include inter-role

conflict between familial and community obligations and finances (Osam, Bergman, &
Cumberland, 201 7). Dispositional barriers come from personal characteristics, such as
fear of failure, doubts of intelligence, and level of ambition (Osam, Bergman, &
Cumberland, 2017).
Institutional barriers.

In some circumstances, colleges and universities

unintentionally create barriers to students' advancement; these barriers can occur at any
point in a student's college career. Institutional barriers may affect a student's decision
to enroU in classes or their ability to meet graduation requirements (Hardin, 2008).
General cost of tuition, fees, the cost of class materials, and other costs of attending
classes affect non-traditional students (Garland, 1993; Hardin, 2008). Some examples of
costs students incur to attend classes are child-care, parking permits, and transportation
costs. Problems with institutional procedures, course schedules, and the pace of the
courses are other examples of institutional barriers (Garland, 1993; Hardin, 2008).
Challenges with tutoring, such as unavailable tutors, poor communication between the
tutor and student, poor feedback, personality conflicts, and asking for help being
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intimidating have also been cited as difficulties (Garland, 1 993). Another institutional
barrier, institutional design problems, include a need for unavailable media, lack of
learning resources and equipment, and problems with poor teaching (Garland, 1 993).
Compton, Cox, and Laanan (2006) suggested institutions be proactive in meeting the
needs of adult students; nontraditional students are not tolerant when facing institutional
barriers and are more likely to discontinue their education than deal with the additional
stress in their lives (Hardin, 2008).
Situational barriers.

Situational barriers are unique to each student and cannot

be removed by the institution (Hardin, 2008). Poor learning environment can be
especially detrimental to adult students lacking peer and familial support, self-confidence,
and a good study environment at home or library access (Garland, 1993; Hensley &
Kinser, 200 I). A quiet place to do schoolwork separate from the interruptions and
distractions of family life is necessary for student success, though separating family time
and study time can be problematic (Garland, 1993; Hensley & Kinser, 2001 ). Lack of
time or time management issues are other barriers and can include changes in
circumstances, the degree taking longer than expected to complete, and the student being
overcommitted due to their numerous roles and obligations (Garland, 1993; Hardin,
2008). Shortage of time is related to the time a student has available to balance the
stresses of the roles they have in their life, such as partner, parent, spouse, and employee
(Garland, 1993).
The influence of family is another situational barrier non-traditional students can
experience. Hensley and Kinser (200 1 ) conducted a qualitative study with 74 students at
a small, private college located in the Southeastern United States. The majority of
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participants were female, and the purpose was to investigate the persistence of non
traditional students (Hensley & Kinser, 200 I). Participants reported family factors as a
reason for dropping out of college (Hensley & Kenser, 2001). Some examples of these
family influences were pregnancy, childbirth, caring for children with special needs, and
health problems of other immediate family members (Hensley & Kinser, 2001). Lack of
familial support also influenced students' decisions to remain enrolled in classes. Having
parents or significant others strongly opposed to continuing education or preparing for a
career had detrimental effects on students' decision to take classes (Hensley & Kinser,
2001 ; Hardin, 2008). Hardin (2008) proposed integrating family activities on campus as
a way to overcome this barrier, as it would integrate the families into the school life of
the student as well as encourage the student to become integrated into campus activities.
Hart (2003) and Hardin (2008) found finances and lack of financial support to be
a major concern for non-traditional students. When asked what barriers she faced while
attending college, one female student in a study conducted by Hayter (2015) said money
was a stressor. That student said, "I have loans. I'm paying absolutely everything on my
own" (p. 48). A second female student said, "Financially, it has been horrible," while a
third simply referred the challenge of the "money aspect" (Hayter, 2015, p. 48). These
students are generally financially independent and often responsible for dependents
(Hardin, 2008). Non-traditional students often have the additional costs of child-care and
housing and already have debt, so they are fearful of incurring additional debt with
student loans (Hardin, 2008). While grants and loans may be available, financial aid may
be hard to navigate and frustrating for non-traditional students. Non-traditional students
often require more help when applying for financial aid because their situations are
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unique and more complex than those of traditional students (Hart, 2003). Hart (2003)
also stated that she felt the financial aid system was set up to assist traditional students
that were not financially independent and relied on resources from their parents. Non
traditional students have other financial responsibilities and their attendance does not fit
into a traditional student's attendance pattern (Hart, 2003). For instance, the majority of
aid programs do not supply aid for summer semester due to the assumption that
traditional students do not attend classes over the summer, but most non-traditional
students attend school year-round (Hart, 2003). Shugart (2008) agreed the financial aid
models need to be revised, even if the revision simply accommodates more part-time
students.
Dispositional barriers.

Dispositional barriers may differ by gender. According

to Markel (2015), men normally cited financial issues due to concern about incurring
student debt; they felt they were taking a risk by attending school with no promise of the
additional expenses paying off in the long run. Women thought their desire for an
education was selfish and felt guilty for taking time away from their families (Markel,
2015). However, both genders considered finances important when considering
furthering their education (Markel, 2015). Women considered time a barrier; they had felt
they did not have enough time to balance both school and family life effectively (Markel,
2015). Both genders reported feeling different than traditional students and a sense of
alienation from the university itself (Markel, 2015).
Another instance of a barrier non-traditional students may face is study strategies
or being ill prepared for college coursework. For example, a common situation that leads
a non-traditional student to be underprepared or unprepared would be due to making a
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decision that affects the long-term goal of college attendance (Hardin, 2008). Examples
of this are choosing non-college preparatory classes in high school or dropping out of
school altogether (Hardin, 2008). They may go on to earn a GED, but the GED measures
their ability of understanding the most basic high school concepts, not the ability to be a
successful college student (Hardin, 2008). Also, if there has been a gap between high
school and college, the student's reading techniques may not be conducive to reading a
textbook (Hensley & Kinser, 2001; Hardin, 2008; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011).
Understanding learning styles and knowing how to get into a learning mode are examples
of study strategies (Garland, 1993). Depending on previous experiences and learning, the
rote memorization and repetition used in, for instance, a factory setting, may not be
useful in a college setting (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). There may be a substantial gap
in their academic development process that has been filled with practical knowledge
(Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). Developmental coursework may be needed to fill these
gaps and teach non-traditional students how to better integrate into their academic career
(Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). Additionally, participants in the study conducted by
Hensley and Kinser (2001) discussed how their "perceived lack of academic skills" (p.
I 0)

affected their desire to stay enrolled in school. The participants believed their lack of

study skills, procrastination, lack of organizational skills, and not realizing academics
could be enjoyable kept them from remaining enrolled in school (Hensley & Kinser,
2001).
Garland (1993) and Hensley and Kinser (2001) discovered lack of clear goals,
time management and procrastination problems, adult pride, and psychological, social,
and economic factors as additional dispositional barriers. Adult students might feel a
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need for high grades, fear failure, and have a desire for respect and independence
(Garland, 1993). Some participants in Hensley and Kinser's (2001 ) study felt they
viewed school as more of a social place than a learning environment, while others stated
their lack of focus and priorities, were reasons for dropping out of school. Hardin (2008)
felt inadequate coping skills, low self-esteem, negative thoughts about the outcome of
schooling, and anxiety about attending college also contributed to dispositional barriers.
Furthermore, non-traditional students frequently experience an identity crisis when they
enroll in classes due to neglecting their own education goals while encouraging their
partners or children to accomplish theirs (Hardin, 2008). Others find being inexperienced
in their new educational path distressing after being successful in their previous career
paths (Hardin, 2008).
Protective Factors for Non-traditional Students

In order to succeed, non-traditional students must find a way to utilize their
resources to overcome the barriers they face. Utilizing support from family, friends,
coworkers, professors, and themselves, while utilizing their complex life and work
experiences, can help non-traditional students persist and exhibit resilience (Chao &
Good, 2004).
Persistence.

Persistence helps non-traditional students continue their path to

education despite the barriers they face. Markel (2015) conducted a study about
persistence factors among non-traditional students. Participants were mostly non
traditional, female, had at least one dependent under 18 living at home, and were
employed at least part-time; 494 students participated (Markel, 2015). Markel (2015)
found that non-traditional students persisted because they felt they had sacrificed too
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much to not complete their degree, wanted to be marketable, and desired financial
stability for their family. In order to persist, these students obtained financial support,
reduced their course load if necessary, and asked for flexibility from their workplace
(Markel, 2015).
There are various circumstances and situations that contribute to persistence.
Schmidt and Abell (2003) examined risk factors and student success among 367
community college students in a quantitative study. Students that exhibited better study
habits had a higher rate of graduating, and student involvement was discovered to be a
crucial component for non-traditional students to remain enrolled in school (Schmidt &
Abell, 2003). Involvement includes contact with faculty and students outside the
classroom; this can involve study groups outside class time, regular student-faculty
contact, and non-traditional students becoming integrated into student life on campus
(Schmidt & Abell, 2003). Schmidt and Abell (2003) also found students that participated
in student life activities had stronger goal and institutional commitments, which, in tum,
affected determination.
Juggling multiple roles can sometimes help non-traditional students overcome
barriers. While the increased roles, demands, and time conflicts can lead to higher stress
and anxiety, these multiple roles also provide students with multiple opportunities to
experience personal success (Camey-Cromtpon & Tan, 2002). When they overcome
these barriers and experience academic achievements, non-traditional students experience
an increase in self-esteem and role satisfaction; this helps develop additional motivation
and helps establish an academic identity (Camey-Cromtpon & Tan, 2002).
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Motivation. Wlodkowski and Ginsberg (2017) defined motivation as being

purposeful by using a hunger to learn, awareness, attentiveness, resourcefulness, and
other processes to pursue goals, such as learning a subject or completing a degree. They
believed the social value of responsibility is the foundation of adult inspiration and that
adults have a deep desire to be successful students. Various characteristics contribute to
motivation in non-traditional students. They use relevance as the most important criteria
to hold their interest in a subject, and they tend to be more analytical of and confident in
their conclusions of the value of what they are being taught (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg,
2017). They may hesitate to learn material they do not feel is useful to their goals and
need a teacher's approval as a stipulation of their learning (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg,
2017). They want to be able to apply what they are learning to real-life situations, apply
their life experiences to lessons, and integrate their new knowledge into their non
academic lives (Wlodkowsk.i & Ginsberg, 2017). Adult students also aspire to feel
competent in learning activities, take learning activities very seriously, and try to get the
intended benefit from the activity itself. Therefore, lessons that are not superficial in
nature provides intrinsic motivation (Wlodkowsk.i & Ginsberg, 2017).
Intrinsic motivation is a person's desire for personal enrichment, self
improvement, and personal development (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002). Bye,
Pushkar, and Conway (2007) investigated motivation and positive effect in both non
traditional and traditional students. Their participants were 300 undergraduate students
from a mid-sized urban university; 44% were female, 74% were enrolled full-time, and
6 1 % were employed at least part-time (Bye, Pushkar, & Conway, 2007). Participants
were between the ages of 1 8 and 60, and the quantitative study used a Likert-type scale to
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determine how participants felt about the most recent class they had attended (Bye,
Pushkar, & Conway, 2007). Bye, Pushkar, and Conway (2007) discovered that intrinsic
motivation is a predictor of persistence, and students 28 years or older have a higher level
of intrinsic educational goal orientation than traditionally-aged students. Non-traditional
students generally report a higher level of overall motivation than traditionally-aged
students; this is due to non-traditional students reporting considerably more instances of
intrinsic motivation (Justice & Doman, 2001; Bye, Pushkar, and Conway, 2007). The
results from Bye, Pushkar, and Conway's study (2007) implied that reinforcing intrinsic
motivation inside the classroom will help non-traditional students achieve a higher level
of coping, psychological resilience, and persistence in academic goals. Bye, Pushkar,
and Conway (2007) recommended that professors be intentional about giving
encouragement to non-traditional students about their academic undertakings in order to
increase intrinsic motivation and make learning more pleasurable.
Family also plays a role in a non-traditional student's motivation. One female
student in Hayter's (2015) study said her motivation came from being a single mother
and being a role model to her son. A male student said, "My family is the big motivator.
Even after this program, I feel like I'm not finished. Just like, I want them to look back
one day and be, 'Oh, yeah, Dad did it, so I can do it, too'" (p. 58). The parental role is
not the only family factor that motivates students. One female in Hayter's (2015) study
said she would be the first in her family to graduate from college. Another female
student made a promise to an important family member, saying the promise she made to
her grandfather before his death motivates her to finish so she can fulfill her promise to
him

(Hayter, 2015).
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Resilience.

Resilience can be understood as overcoming challenges and returning

to a state of balance or as personal characteristics that enable a person to succeed in the
face of difficulty (Allan, McKenna, & Dominey, 2014; Connor & Davidson, 2003). In
his Metatheory of Resilience and Resiliency, Richardson (2002) discussed several
characteristics of resiliency that may be helpful to non-traditional students; these
characteristics were adaptability, tolerance, self-efficacy, goal orientation, planning skills,
and communication skills. Richardson (2002) explained that resilience adds to an
individual's world view because individuals prefer to stay inside their comfort zones,
thus inhibiting growth. When new experiences happen, including negative experiences,
individuals grow and develop resilient qualities that allow them to cope with negative or
challenging situations in the future (Richardson, 2002). Individuals gain insight during
fear, guilt, and confusion, and they are given the opportunity to surpass self-doubt to
learn new skills associated with the situation they faced (Richardson, 2002).
Chung, Turnbull, and Chur-Hansen (2017) conducted a quantitative study with
442 undergraduate first-year students, of which 316 were female and 126 were male, at a
public university. The participants were between the ages of 17 and 58 years old (Chung,
Turnbull, & Chur-Hansen, 201 7). Results suggested being a caregiver, employed, and
having other life experiences associated with being a non-traditionally-aged student may
contribute to a higher resilience (Chung, Turnbull, & Chur-Hansen, 2017). While an
interruption of the student's natural comfort zone can lead to a normal discomfort, it can
also lead an individual to develop coping skills; therefore, a non-traditional student is
able to learn resilience by adapting to a new role as a student (Chung Turnbull, & Chur
Hansen, 2017). The study found that students who worked at least 35 hours a week and
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waited at least two years before starting at a university had a higher resilience than those
who worked part-time or took only one year off. Researchers concluded that a gap-year
is beneficial for students (Chung Turnbull, & Chur-Hansen, 201 7). Non-traditional
students' success may contribute to academic performance and retention due to their non
student life helping them to be able to better cope with stress (Chung, Turnbull, & Chur
Hansen, 2017; Allan, McKenna, & Dominey, 201 4). In other words, the barriers they
face give them the life experience necessary to be resilient and successful in school.
Support.

Different avenues of support are helpful for a non-traditional student.

The decision to return to school affects a non-traditional student's relationships with
family, friends, and other people in their lives (Chao & Good, 2004). Understanding and
flexibility from an employer can help with completion of assignments as well as keeping
up with a work schedule, and negotiating child-care and household responsibilities with
the student's partner is crucial (Chao & Good, 2004; Ludden, 1996).
Familial support is also important; family members can support with household
chores, giving privacy when studying, and understanding a decrease in extra family
activities (Ludden, 1 996). In Hayter's (2015) study, participants stated the support of
their family was an enormous factor in providing motivation. One female participant said
this about the support of her family: "They've motivated me completely, and I would not
have come back if I didn't know how important it was for them and for them to see me
doing it" (Hayter, 2015, p. 54).
Although personal support systems are crucial, participants in a study conducted
by Bauman, et. al. (2004) indicated they would be interested in utilizing on-campus
support services, such as counseling services, to help with stress management;
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participants with less personal support were also more likely to utilize these services.
Professionals at on-campus services may also be able to help students identify outside
sources as support systems and help pinpoint the unsatisfactory components of the
student's personal support system (Bauman, et.

al,

2004). Another way on-campus

services may help is the ability to help the student develop better self-esteem and the
social skills necessary to develop a personal support system (Bauman, et. al., 2004).
Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) and Hardin (2008) suggested institutions integrate
cohorts into learning plans in order to provide non-traditional students with mutual
support from other students like them.
Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) examined academic performance and support
systems of non-traditional students in a quantitative study conducted at a mid-sized
Canadian university. Participants were 63 female students between the ages of21 and 55
years of age and were third and fourth-year undergraduates enrolled full-time (Carney
Crompton & Tan, 2002). In their research, Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) discovered
support can be divided into emotional and instrumental support, and both types of support
help mediate the multiple roles non-traditional students have as well as improve their
psychological functioning. Emotional support includes acceptance, encouragement, and
praise, while instrumental support involves financial, child-care, and household support
(Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002). In their study, the participants that reported higher
satisfaction with instrumental and emotional support were better able to function in their
multiple roles, were more self-sufficient and motivated, and had a higher commitment to
their educational goals (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002).
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TheoreticaVConceptual Framework

This study was guided by Bandura's ( 1 986) social cognitive theory. Three aspects
of Bandura's (1 986) theory are especially relevant to education; these are developing
competencies, strengthening people's beliefs in their capabilities, and enhancing self
motivation through goal systems (Figure 2.1 ). Non-traditional students return to college
to learn new skills and to fulfill their goals. Bandura ( 1988) said, "Human competency
requires not only skills, but also self-belief in one's capability to use those skills well" (p.
276). This quote easily explains the importance of self-esteem and a solid support system
for non-traditional students. If a returning student is not confident in their ability or is
surrounded by people that feel the student will fail, the student will have a much harder
time succeeding with their education.
Competencies can be developed through modeling; Bandura felt this was best
accomplished through three elements; modeling appropriate skills to teach the basics,
guided practice so the skill can be perfected, and teaching how to apply the skill in
situations that will bring them success (Bandura, 1988). These are all suitable to learning
environments either in coursework or teaching a student appropriate study skills
necessary to be successful in an undergraduate degree program. In addition to being
competent in a skill, one must also have the self-confidence to believe they are able to
utilize the skill well (Bandura, 1988). In other words, non-traditional students learn new
skills in the classroom, practice them, and use them in real life.
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Pt'non
(Bt'lid In upabilitiH)

En,·lronmt'nt
(Compt'teadn
throuih modt'liDR )

Bt'hnlor
(Goal Setting)

Figure 2. 1. Bandura's Triadic Model with Educational Aspects
Accomplishment requires more than skills; people must believe that they have
control over their ability to accomplish their goals. Self-confidence in one's abilities can
affect people in many ways, such as the choices they make, how motivated they are, how
resilient they are when facing adversity, and if their thoughts are positive or negative
(Bandura, 1988). Self-efficacy helps people to focus their attention on how to learn tasks
while those lacking self-efficacies tend to focus on what could go wrong; this affects
stress, anxiety, and depression as well as coping mechanisms (Bandura, 1 988). People
also tend to stay away from tasks or situations they feel they can fail at, but perform
confidently if they believe they are capable of success; this same idea is true of choosing
a career path a person feels can be realistically considered and preparing themselves
educationally for that career (Bandura, 1 988). In addition to self-confidence and selfefficacy, motivation can be maintained through goal systems (Bandura, 1988).
People enhance self-motivation by setting goals. Goals are strong motivational
tools because they deliver direction and purpose while outlining the level of effort needed
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to accomplish them and building people's belief in their competencies (Bandura, 1 988).
People tend to flounder when they do not have a clear-cut direction in which to move,
making them unmotivated. Goal proximity is another important factor; short-term goals
help keep people motivated and willing to put forth an effort (Bandura, 1988). It is easier
to work towards proximal goals that help accomplish distant goals in the future, or, in
other words, setting short-term sub goals that help achieve the big goal will help keep a
person motivated longer (Bandura, 1988). Goals that may help non-traditional students
are setting an example for their children, earning a specific grade point average, or
earning their degree. These goals can bolster self-satisfaction and motivate non
traditional students to continue when facing barriers or hardships. Bandura ( 1988) felt
clear goals and feedback on how one is doing are essential; without feedback, people
have a hard time gauging the level of their accomplishments. As self-efficacy builds
when accomplishing goals, newer and more challenging goals are set, which is helpful
for students. These three factors of Bandura's ( 1 986) theory explain how this theory can
provide specific guidelines of how non-traditional students can be equipped to be
successful.
Summary

This chapter included an historical overview of non-traditional students in higher
education, an explanation of barriers faced by non-traditional students, and an
explanation of protective factors that help non-traditional students succeed. I have also
shown how Albert Bandura's ( 1 986) social cognitive theory can be applied to non
traditional students. It is important to realize that some barriers non-traditional students

31

experience are also factors that help them persist and become college graduates. As
Hensley and Kinser (2001 ) wrote,
While juggling work, family, and academic commitments may be detrimental to

staying on the persistence track, these student experiences can also contribute to a
different strand of persistence, one we have termed "tenacity." Instead of
thinking of these students as being an "at risk" population, perhaps it would be
more profitable to consider them to be tenacious persisters and think of their
attendance patterns as expected, not exceptional. (p. 1 7)
Chapter III introduces the methodology for this study and includes information about the
design of the study, the participants, the research site, and researcher reflexivity. A full
description of data collection and analyses, as well as the treatment of data is also
included.
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CHAPTER ID
Methods

This study was conducted to understand the experiences of non-traditional
students at a midsized, four-year public institution in the Midwest. More specifically, I
wanted to understand why married students with children pursue a four-year degree, what
challenges they face and what aided in their success. This chapter presents a detailed
description of the procedures used to meet these goals including the study's design,
sampling and participants, instrumentation, description of data collection and analysis, as
well as, treatment of the data. This transparency is necessary so that the methods can be
can be reviewed, examined, and replicated if desired (Yin, 201 1 )

.

Design of the Study

Of the two major research traditions I utilized the qualitative methodology. Given
that I wanted to capture the essence of the lived experiences of non-traditional students
through participants' voices; a qualitative method was appropriate. More specifically, I
employed a phenomenological approach (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2002) for data
collection and analysis. This approach allows the researcher to learn how the participants
feel about and make sense of their undergraduate experience (Patton, 2002). According
to Creswell and Poth (2018), "A phenomenological study describes the common meaning
for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon" (p. 75).

I listened to the experiences of this subset of non-traditional undergraduate students to
learn how they understood and felt about this time of their lives and to understand the
commonalities in their experiences (Patton, 2002).
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I used Hom and Carroll's ( 1 996) definition of the non-traditional student traits which
may make them vulnerable to problems in school. These choices or characteristics
are delayed enrollment, part-time enrollment, financial independence, full-time
employment while enrolled, having dependents, being a single parent, or not receiving

a

standard high school diploma (Hom & Carroll, 1 996). To be included in the study,
students were required

( 1 ) to be at least 25 years old, (2) to be married, and (3) to have at

least one dependent. As such, all the participants, at minimum, met Hom and Carrol's
( 1 996) definition of moderately non-traditional students. Additionally, demographic
questions at the beginning of the interview protocol (see Appendix C) were used to
determine whether participants met additional characteristics of non-traditional students.
These questions included: ( 1 ) In how many credit hours are you enrolled this semester?
(2) Are you currently employed? If so, how many hours per week do you work? and

(3)

Did you receive a traditional high school diploma?
Lastly, prior to interviewing the participants whose data were used in this study,
one individual who met the same criteria was selected for a pilot (Kim, 20 1 1 ) According
.

to Kim (201 1 ), the primary benefit of a pilot is that it allows the researcher the
opportunity to adjust and revise the main study. There are other benefits to the pilot
exercise, especially to the novice researcher, including training and increasing the
credibility of the study (Kim, 201 1 ) . I used the pilot interview to essentially train for the
subsequent main study interviews, since I had no experience with formal research
interviewing. After, analyzing and reflecting on the pilot interview,

I discovered areas in

which I could improve. Examples of these areas were, utilizing probing questions, and
reducing the urge to share too much of my own experiences with the student, that is,
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keeping in mind that the focus is the participant. Ultimately, the pilot was conducted to
practice, check, and refine the interview protocol as well as give me an opportunity to
sharpen my interviewing skills and to master the recording devices used (Yin, 201 1 ).
The participants in this study were six undergraduate students who met the
inclusion criteria previously described and who were enrolled at the institution in the
spring 201 8 semester. Purposeful sampling (Fraen.kel, Wallace, & Hyun, 2015) was
utilized " . . . to have those that will yield the most relevant and plentiful data" given the
research topic (Yin, 201 1 , p. 88). Furthermore, the researcher chose participants in a way
that sought to obtain the widest variety of data and perspectives about being a non
traditional student (Yin, 20 1 1). Two identified as male, and four as female. All were but
one were White. One identified as African American. The mean age of the participants
was 36.5 years (range 30 to 5 1 ), and they represented five different majors: sociology,
history, business, journalism, and general studies.
I utilized two recruitment methods. First, I shared my research plans with
classmates, who helped me locate potential participants. From this process, I was given
names of four individuals who met the criteria for participation. I sent an email to those
individuals to inquire about their interest in participating. In addition, I sent a recruitment
email (see Appendix A) to professional academic advisors across campus. They were
asked to forward the email to advisees whom they knew met the study's inclusion
criteria. I received two participants from this process. The goal was to obtain
participants that were diverse in terms of gender, academic program, and year in school.
Students who agreed to be part of the study participated in one-on-one interviews, after
signing an informed consent form (see Appendix B).
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Research Site

The study was conducted at University A, a predominantly White, four-year, mid
sized, public comprehensive university located in the Midwest. Total undergraduate
enrollment for the fall 2017 term was approximately 5,500. Forty percent were male and
sixty percent were female (University A, 2017). In addition, 12% were undergraduate
students aged 25 and older (University A, 2017). University A is located in a rural
community of approximately 21,000 residents. At the time of data collection, the
researcher was not aware of any programs geared specifically towards non-traditional
students.
Instrument
Semi-structured interviews.

An interview protocol (see Appendix C) was

developed to guide the one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with participants
(Fraenkel, Wallace, & Hyun, 2015). I asked probing or follow-up questions as needed
(Patten, 2005). These questions were designed to learn about the lived experiences of
married, undergraduate students, aged 25 and older, with dependents. The protocol was
divided into two sections: demographic questions and questions regarding their
experiences. The demographic portion consisted of closed-ended questions pertaining to
their age, gender, race, marriage, employment, children, high school diploma, enrollment,
and preferred pseudonym for the study. The second part of the interview protocol
included open-ended questions designed to gather information about the individuals'
lived experiences in higher education. Examples of these open-ended questions included:
(1) Who do you feel has helped you succeed in college, and what have they done to help
you succeed? (2) What personal and academic challenges have you experienced?, and (3)
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In what ways has this educational experience been like you expected or not like you
expected? This structure provided a way for participants to tell their own stories in their
own words (Roulston, 20 I 0).
Researcher-as-instrument.

The researcher-as-instrument is a generally accepted

concept among qualitative researchers (e.g. Patton, 2002; Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller
Day, 2012; Xu & Storr, 2012). This means that in semi-structured or unstructured
interviews, "unique researcher attributes have the potential to influence the collection of
empirical materials" (Pezalla et al., 2012, p.166). To exhibit research integrity,
qualitative researchers may choose to disclose conditions that affect the study, including
personal characteristics and experiences that may affect a study and its conclusions (Yin,
2011).
In addition to recognizing aspects of my personality, experiences, knowledge or
lack thereof as integral to the study's instrument, I utilized bracketing to focus on the
voices of the participants. Fischer (2009) described bracketing as "an investigator's
identification of vested interests, personal experience, cultural factors, assumptions, and
hunches that could influence how he or she views the study's data" (p. 319). When
bracketing, a researcher must set aside any theoretical knowledge and prior experiences
to give full attention to the experiences of the participants and phenomenon being studied
(Patton, 2015). This next section presents researcher's reflexivity as bracketing.
Researcher's Reflexivity

As a former non-traditional student, I am very passionate about the experiences of
non-traditional students. I am curious about how their experiences compare to my own,
and basically, what it means to be an undergraduate student with a spouse and kids,
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outside of my own anecdotes. For me, my journey was catalyzed after a conversation
with my sons. I have always jokingly told them they are not allowed to get married until
they have their master's degree. Sometime during the fall of2014, my oldest asked what
degree I held. I had to explain I was one math class away from having my associate's
degree. I told my husband it was time to complete the degree and to transfer to a four
year university. I graduated from community college in the spring of2015 and enrolled
at University A that fall. I was blessed to have a fantastic academic advisor and
professors while completing my bachelor's degree and fortunate to have a supportive
husband and children cheering me on.
I am not going to sugar coat my experience. It was a lot of hard work and took
more organization and determination than I knew I had within me. There were many
times I had to multitask to get my coursework done while working and having a family. I
did homework at the kitchen table with my boys and while waiting at the bus stop. I read
assignments while in doctor's office waiting rooms and wrote papers while lying in bed
with my boys when they were not feeling well. There were times they watched movies
or played games and I was unable to join them because I had a deadline to meet.
However, they loved doing homework with me. My sons taught me how to use
Power Point when I needed to make a presentation for class. They also checked my
grades regularly and made sure I was trying my best; these are same standards my
husband and I have for them. I can honestly say the hard work and sacrifices my family
and I made was worth every moment of doubt or frustration. When I crossed the stage at
commencement in May 2017, I looked up and saw my husband and boys smiling proudly
at me and my youngest was giving me two thumbs up. I cannot think of a time where I
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have been prouder of myself. Because of my experiences as a married undergraduate
student, aged 25 and older, with dependents, I felt compelled to research students like me.
I was curious to see the experiences other students have and see if any commonalities
existed. I wanted to learn if there were common barriers, support systems, and
motivations to earn a four-year degree.
Data Collection

Data was collected by semi-structured individual interviews during the spring
semester of 2018. I met with each participant in a study room at the university's library,
a conference room in the university's technology center, or a site agreed upon with the
participant. First, I provided the participant with a copy of the informed consent form
(Appendix B), explained the form, reminded them of their rights as a participant, asked if
they had any questions, and asked them to sign the form. Each interview lasted between
45 to 60 minutes and was documented with two audio recorders, with permission (Yin,
20 1 1 ).
Data Analysis

I transcribed the interviews from the audio recordings into confidential computer
files. After transcriptions were completed, I performed a member check by providing
each individual with a transcript from their interview for review (Krefting, 1991 ) . Next, I
prepared the transcript for thematic analysis in Microsoft Word ®. After experimenting
with a few techniques (by hand, electronic or a combination), I settled on the review
feature from the review menu in Word ® to highlight and identify interesting portions of
the data, keeping the three research questions in mind. These were added as "new
comments" similar to what was demonstrated by Dr. Philip Adu
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(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BOfwbi5P9vc) (See Appendix D). Next, I used an
inductive approach to analysis (Yin, 201 1 ). I looked for important themes to describe the
lived experiences of non-traditional undergraduate students (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane,
2006). My thesis chair, did the same process independently. After the first transcript was
analyzed, we met to consult on the themes that we found. Where there were disputes, we
discussed, came to an agreement, and then I used the same process for analyzing the
other transcripts using the constant comparison method.
The data was read and reread carefully to find emerging themes (Rice & Ezzy,
1 999). I coded each transcript individually (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) and
assigned a code name according to the research question in level one, or, "in vivo codes"
(Saldana, 2009, p. 3, Yin, 201 1). I then assessed level one codes for relation to each
other and commonalities became level two codes (Yin, 201 1). Codes were then defined
by the data and the reliability of the code was tested by comparing codes with the thesis
chair (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The researcher then connected the codes by
using arrays to assemble and reassemble the data (Yin, 201 1 ).
Treatment of Data

The treatment of data followed University A's Institutional Review Board's
policies and procedures. The participants chose pseudonyms to protect their identity and
no other identifying information was collected. Data was stored in a document on
OneDrive with the protection of a password to access. Only my thesis chair and I had
access to the records. Per Institutional Review Board protocol, all records pertaining to
this study will be retained for at least three years and will then be shredded and deleted.
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Summary

A phenomenological, qualitative design was used to explore the lived experiences
of six married undergraduate students at University A, aged 25 and older, with
dependents. Participants were purposefully selected for their relevance to the research
objectives to participate in a one-on-one semi-structured interview. All interviews lasted
45-60 minutes. Participation was by informed consent. Pseudonyms were used to protect
the identities of the participants and the institution. Chapter IV presents a detailed
description of the qualitative analyses conducted and the findings obtained.
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Chapter IV
Findings
This chapter presents the findings from qualitative analysis of data gathered from
six moderately to highly non-traditional students at a midsized four-year institution in the
rural Midwest. Hom and Carroll

(1996) defined non-traditional students by

characteristics or choices that make them vulnerable to problems while pursuing their
degree. These choices or characteristics include delayed enrollment, part-time
enrollment, financial independence, full-time employment while enrolled, having
dependents, being a single parent, or not receiving a standard hjgh school diploma (Hom
& Carroll,

1996). Furthermore, Hom and Carroll ( 1996) described three levels of non

traditional students; minimally non-traditional students possess one characteristic,
moderately non-traditional students possess two or three characteristics, and highly non
traditional students possess four or more characteristics. The study was designed to
capture the experiences of this population of students to better understand why they
embarked on that journey, and how the characteristics that make them non-traditional
shaped that journey. This was done through the exploration of three research questions:
Why do non-traditional students pursue a four-year degree? What challenges did non
traditional students face wrule pursuing a four-year degree? What factors contribute to
non-traditional students' academic success? Findings are centered around these
questions.
All participants answered questions about their experiences as a non-traditional
undergraduate student during a face-to-face interview that lasted 45 to

60 mmutes. Audio

recordings were taken of the interviews and were then transcribed. Data analysis
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proceeded using the process of thematic analysis. Though each participant shared a
unique story, similarities in their lived experiences provided themes that helped to answer
the research questions. Themes were comprised of codes which appeared at least three
times, with the exception of Intersection ofHealth, Finances, and Education, which was
chosen as a theme because of the powerful content. The next section provides a
description of the participants at the time they were n
i terviewed.
Participants' Profiles

Participants were purposefully selected and were individually interviewed at a
location on the campus at which the study took place. Participants chose pseudonyms
which were used to protect their identities.
Jessica. Jessica was a 3 1 -year-old Caucasian female and was a sociology major.

She had been married to her husband for almost nine years and had two children. She
had an eight-year-old daughter and a six-year-old son. She was enrolled in 1 4 credit
hours and was not employed at the time. She did receive a traditional high school
diploma. Due to these characteristics, Jessica was a moderately non-traditional student
(Horn & Carroll, 1 996).
Edward. Edward was a 37-year-old African-American male majoring in history.

He had been married 2 years and had 4 children, aged 1 1 , 8, 4, and 2. He was enrolled in
nine credit hours and was not employed at the time. He received a traditional high school
diploma. Due to these characteristics, Edward was a moderately non-traditional student
(Hom & Carroll, 1 996).
Hannah. Hannah was a 32-year-old White female majoring in history. She had

been married seven years and had two children, aged I 0 and 4. She was enrolled in 1 2
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credit hours and was employed at the time of the interview. She worked between 4 and
1 5 hours per week. She received a traditional high school diploma. Due to these
characteristics, Hannah was a moderately non-traditional student (Hom & Carroll, 1 996).
Ziggy. Ziggy was a 30-year-old Caucasian male and a business major. He had

been married for eight years and had two children, aged 2 and 7 months. He was enrolled
in 1 2 credit hours and was not employed at the time of the interview. He received a
traditional high school diploma. Due to these characteristics, Ziggy was a moderately
non-traditional student (Hom & Carroll, 1 996).
Jillian. Jillian was a 38-year-old Caucasian female. She was a journalism major

with an emphasis in photojournalism and foreign languages. She had been married for 14
years and had 5 children, aged 20, 1 7, 1 5, 1 1 , and 1 2 . She was enrolled in 1 2 credit hours
and worked 1 0 hours per week. She received a traditional high school diploma. Due to
these characteristics, Jillian was a moderately non-traditional student (Horn & Carroll,
1 996).
Michelle. Michelle was a 5 1 -year-old Caucasian female. She had been married

for 20 years and had two children, aged 1 7 and 14. She was enrolled in 1 2 credit hours in
the general studies program and was employed full-time, working 40 hours per week.
She received a traditional high school diploma. Due to these characteristics, Michelle
was a highly non-traditional student (Hom & Carroll, 1 996).
Research Question #1: Why do non-traditional students pursue a four-year degree?

Participants were asked to explain why they made the decision to return to school
and earn a degree. Participants discussed several reasons, including a Desire to Achieve

Goals, Job Opportunities, Significant Life Events, and the Children 's Ages (Table 4.1).
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Table 4.1.
Themes Discovered During Qualitative Analysis, with Illustrative Definitions
Research

Theme

Definition

Question
Why do non-

Desire to Achieve Goals

Participants' indication that

trarutional

achievement of personal goals was a

students pursue

reason why they decided to pursue

a four-year

their four-year degree

degree?

Job Opportunities

Participants' reference to viewing a
college education as an opportunity to
increase their employability, or future
job prospects

Significant Life Events

Life events like separation from a
spouse or loss of a job, can drive a
desire for a life change

Children 's Ages

The non-traditional students'
suggestion that the ages of their
children impacted their decision to go
to school

What challenges
did non-

Intersection ofHealth,
Finances, and Education

Participants described foregoing
important medications and other health
care needs, because of limited financial

traditional
students face

resources due to their academic

while pursuing

journey and student status.

a four-year
degree?

Balancing Multiple Roles

Describes the non-traditional students'
struggle to balance their roles as
student, parent, spouse, and employee

Parent/Child
Responsibilities

The responsibilities of caring for
children can be a challenge when the
parent is also a student

Academic Challenges Due
to Time Away from School

Having a significant break in education
can lead to academic challenges
associated with technology use, the
curriculum, assignments, and simply
having an academic mindset, for the
non-traditional students

What factors

Support Systems*

Support networks from the people in

did non-

their lives, which empowered and

traditional

encouraged them while they pursued

students identify

their education

as contributing
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to their
academic
success?

Personal Drive/Life
Experience
Time
Management/Organization

Students' intrinsic motivation, drive,
and past experiences can propel them
to do well in school
More highly developed organization
and time management skills helps the
non-traditional students succeed in
pursuingtheir four-year degree

*Five subthemes of Support Systems were discovered

Desire to achieve goals. Goal achievement plays a role i n non-traditional
students' academic endeavors. Goals can be both the reason for returning to school and
what motivates students to continue (Garland, I 993; Hensley & Kinser; 200 1 ;
Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 201 7). This theme describes participants' indication that
achievement of personal goals was a reason why they decided to pursue their four-year
degree. To the participants, achieving a degree helped them check a box on a bucket list
or enabled them to prove to themselves or others they were capable. Edward, a former
track and field athlete, has always had the spirit of a finisher. He had previously attended
school but faced challenges that led to an academic dismissal within six credits of
completion. The competitor in him propelled Edward to return and finish what he had
started as a personal test and complete his goal of earning a degree:
When I left school the first time, I only had six credits left.

I wanted to finish

what I'd started instead of starting over with something else . . . I have a passion
about finishing everything I start. I was an athlete, I ran cross country and track.
I always finish what I start, that's just how I am. I've been a champion and a
competitor. I have that spirit in me that in the end, I have to finish it. . . I'm doing
this as a personal test.
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Edward was close to earning his degree when he was academically dismissed; he wanted
to finish what he started. His determination led him to return to school to complete his
degree. While Edward's "have to finish it" spirit led to his status as non-traditional
student, Michelle had a different motivation. She simply wanted to check an item off her
bucket list: "I guess you could say it was on my bucket list." Jillian, however, had a
desire to prove she could complete her degree:
I think my kids and the desire to prove to people that I can do this. I 've had
people tell me I can't do it. I shouldn't bother. . . . I want to prove to them that
they are wrong. I want to say, ''No, I can do this."
Regardless of what achieving their goals entailed, Edward, Michelle, and Jillian all had
goals with personal meaning which helped them decide to enroll in classes. Sometimes
goals are specifically related to job opportunities such as a new job or career
enhancement.
Job opportunities. For many college students, an incentive to pursue their
education was the prospect of having a wider range o f employment opportunities
(Tomilson, 2008). Several participants described how obtaining a degree would help
them find employment or further their career. For some, they had been overlooked for
positions or promotions or had missed opportunities because they lacked a college
education. The next major theme, Job

Opportunities captures this motivation of non

traditional students embarking on that journey. It describes participants' reference to
viewing a college education as an opportunity to increase their employability, or future
job prospects. Five participants exemplified this theme. Michelle, for example, needed a
bachelor's degree to be considered for a promotion at her job: "For my job, I have to have
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my degree to be eligible for my next promotion." Although Jillian had plans to apply to a
master's degree program after earning her bachelor's degree, she realized simply having
her first degree would provide opportunities for her: "Even if I can't move forward with
the master's degree, I can still get a job in journalism taking pictures, writing stories,
doing broadcast."
Like Michele and Jillian, Edward believed be would find a better job with more
pay with his degree. He felt he had missed opportunities because he did not have a
bachelor's degree. He stated, "I've wanted a four-year degree since I was younger, to
succeed, and have a decent career. . . I believe more jobs with better salaries will open up
for me. Before

I was limited because I didn't have a degree." Unlike Michele and Jillian

though, Edward described being "passed over" because he lacked a four-year degree:
Another motivation for me to finish, as far as opportunities that have been limited
to me was at one of my previous jobs after I'd left school. One of my old coaches
told me about a paraprofessional opening at my high school. I got the position
and had it for over five years and started to help coach boys' track. Between
coaching and my time as an athlete, I have over 20 years experience with cross
country and track. There were at least two or three times that a head coaching
position became available that I would have been qualified for, but as most
politics would go, they went with other candidates even though I was in the
district because they had their degrees and prestige. Because I didn't have the
degree or fit the mold the administrator believed in, they had to pass on me. I
didn't like being passed over because I feel like I was qualified. I dedicated
myself and took time away from my family to be with the kids. A lot of the
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young men came up the same way I did when I was in school and I just want to be
able to uplift and help people more. I will be as supportive as I can, even as an
assistant, but if I have a chance to be the head where I have more control that
would be awesome. Having this degree will help me be able to be a head coach at
a high school somewhere. I may even want to take it higher and coach at a
collegiate level.
Edward felt frustrated because he believed he was qualified, but missed the opportunity
for coaching positions simply because he lacked a four-year degree. This frustration led
him to the decision to return to school so he would be viewed as "qualified" for those
positions. This decision has opened his mind to broader opportunities like coaching at
higher levels. Though Ziggy may not have experienced "being passed over," when
looking at potential jobs, he noticed all the jobs that interested him required a four-year
degree so he recognized the degree as a means to a "step-up":
A lot of the jobs I've looked into require a four-year degree. So, just having that
will give me a step up . . . That's always the number one thing

I look at when I look

at a potential job; it's always been "four-year degrees needed."
The non-traditional students in this study made the decision to return to school by
attaching their degree to an anticipation of a new career or promotion, with some
realizing that the opportunities they desired would not be available to them without their
four-year degree. Students described a degree needed as a stepping stone to a promotion
as a reason.
Significant life event. This theme describes ho� events, like separation from a
spouse or loss of a stable job, can drive a desire for a life change. Two participants
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experienced significant life events that fueled their desire to have a better, more stable
income for their families. Despite, her poor student self-concept, Jillian decided to make
the change from stay-at-home mother to student to provide for her family's future after
her husband experienced a job

loss:

I loved being a stay-at-home mom, but I wanted to be able to provide for my kids
in case something happened. My husband lost his job and he'd had the job for a
decade. I wondered what would happen if that happened again. So, I decided to
go back to school and I was never great at school. I was in the special education
classes and school was not my strong suit. So, I always thought I'd just be a stay
at-home mom, but then, like I said, he lost his job, and

I was like, "My kids come

first. I must be able to provide for my kids."
Jillian feared for her family's future because her husband lost what they viewed as a
secure job. She felt she needed to take preventative measures to ensure her family's
financial future and believed her return to school would protect them.
Jessica's family also experienced a major life event which made her realize she
needed an education to have a career that would provide for her family financially.
My husband and

I separated in 201 5 and I was working at a bank. I didn't have

any benefits and I wasn't going anywhere.
make more money. So,

I knew there was no way I would

I decided to come back to school because I knew ifl had

a higher education, I would be able to get a better paying career.
The fear of a future separation and lack of benefits played a considerable role in Jessica' s
decision to return to school. She had a desire to provide for her family's needs and felt a
four-year degree would contribute to higher income and better benefits.

so

Ages of children. This theme explains the non-traditional students' suggestion
that the ages of their children was a reason they decided to earn their four-year degree.
For the participants, no longer having the added expense of child-care and having self
sufficient children enabled them to pursue their degree. Family influences, such as the
ages of children can affect whether the non-traditional student is able to attend classes.
This can be a deciding factor, as well as a barrier (Hensley & Kinser, 2001 ). For the
student-parent, the ages of children can impact the decision to enroll in classes, causing a
delay in enrollment. While financial stability played a role in Jillian's decision, the ages
of her children were also a factor: "My kids are older, so I decided to go back to school.
I earned my associate's degree and now I'm here." Similarly, Hannah's decision to
return to school was closely linked to the age of her children, who were now of school
age, thereby relieving her of the need for daycare :
I guess it was because my youngest went to kindergarten and both of my children
are in school full days and we no longer have the expense of daycare . . . So, while
I've been a stay-at-home mom, I've really taken to history and genealogy, so I
thought I should go back while the kids are in school. It was the perfect time.
For Michelle, no longer having young children made her able to pursue her dream:
I think I was just at that point in my life; it was something that had been lingering
and I knew I wanted to do eventually. I couldn't do it before because my kids
were younger and my husband worked afternoons. Now I'm at the point where
they are older, my husband is retired, so I'm able to go ahead and get my
degree . . . With my children being older, I can get my studies done. If they were
younger, there's no way I would be able to do this. They just kind of do things on
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their own. We don't watch TV together; they're in their rooms, so I can go in my
room and do my homework. It is a lot easier having teenagers. I would have not
been able to do this when they were younger.
For Jillian, Hannah, and Michelle, their chi ldren's ages were a major factor in the
decision to return to school. Having young children in school can free up time, and no
longer having to pay for daycare helps financially. Older children often have less
demanding needs, making study time easier and more productive. Non-traditional
students make the decision to earn their four-year degree for various reasons. For
participants, a desire to achieve their goals, job opportunities, significant life events, and
their children's ages helped them make the decision.
Research Question #2: What challenges do non-traditional students face while
pursuing a four-year degree?
Non-traditional students were asked to describe challenges they faced while
working on their four-year degree. Participants described several challenges, including

Intersection ofHealth, Finances, and Education; Balancing Multiple Roles; Parent/Child
Responsibilities, and Academic Challenges Due to Time Awayfrom School.
Intersection of health, lmances, and education. This theme explains how the
intersections of a non-traditional student's health, finances, and education can be
problematic. For the participants, neglecting to take needed medication due to finances
and failing to see a counselor because of lack of time posed challenges. Additionally, not
taking medication needed affected schoolwork. For Jessica, the cost of medication and
the time needed to see a counselor caused her to stop taking needed medication:
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I've gained a lot of weight. It's really terrible and it's really bad on my self
esteem. . .I need to be on medication and I stopped taking it. I haven't reached out
or went (sic) to see my counselor because I can't add something else to my plate.
So, that's been a rough deal too.
For Jessica, gaining weight after returning to school affected her self-esteem and was
upsetting. Seeing a counselor may have helped Jessica find better ways to cope, but she
felt unable to find the time for regular counseling sessions in an already packed schedule.
It can be aggravating for an individual to know how to remedy a medical
condition but be financially unable to purchase needed medication. Jillian suffered from
ADHD, making it hard to concentrate on her classes, but it was financially difficult for
her to purchase the medicine she needed:
Well, I'm an un-medicated ADHD. I have had ADHD since I was a child. It's
hard for me to stay focused and keep my mind on things I'm supposed to be
doing . . . With my ADHD being un-medicated, I can get burned out quickly. It's
hard to stay focused on something or stick with a subject until the end. . . l f l could
financially afford my medication, then I would have no issues and I'd be able to
focus more. But, because of it, my grades have suffered.
In addition to school costs and time commitments, non-traditional students often
have additional responsibilities. When making the decision to remove an additional
expense, needed medication and medical office visits are neglected. Therefore, personal
health can take a toll on the student physically, mentally, and academically.
Balancing multiple roles. The next major theme,

Balancing Multiple Roles

explains how trying to balance the intersection of roles as student, parent, spouse, and
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employee can become a challenge for non-traditional students. It describes participants'
reference to work schedules, spouse's schedules, children's school schedules, and
household responsibilities. It is not always easy to balance each aspect of life; other
family members have needs, and school has expectations to be met. Edward explained
how he felt the difference being an older student with responsibilities caused him to
become overwhelmed:
As a young man, I had ample time and no real responsibilities. I could write a
paper easily; like running water, just let it flow. I had plenty of time to put
together structured things. I obviously do not have that time now. I'm very
happily married with children. We have different responsibilities and time. I
literally have to sit down and pick what times I can study before or after classes or
on the weekends. It can be kind of tough, but I have to try and manage what little
time I have. Sometimes you just get so tired and overwhelmed that you really
don't want to open a book or research topics, but you know you have to do it . . . I
believe it's been tough because when you have a wife/spouse and kids you want
to be there and have time for everything going on and to be supportive. When you
have to go out to study or do things for class, it takes away time. They want to
see daddy, or I wish I was there . I only have small quadrants of time that I can
. .

study; I don't have an abundance. So, it can be a little tough finding time to study
and write papers. Again, I just have to cope with that and make time to make it
happen.
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Edward's life as a married man with children limits the time he has for school related
activities, such as papers and other assignments. Trying to manage all his responsibilities
caused him to become weary and overwhelmed.
Hannah described the worry of making sure she had responsibilities taken care of
at home. For example, she was impacted by worrying about her children's school
schedules, husband's work schedule, and needing to complete homework. This
sometimes made her feel like a bad mother:
As a student with a family, sometimes I'm sitting in class thinking about if I have
a babysitter lined up for something, are my meals planned, that kind of thing . I
.

.

brought [my children] to an extra credit event because my husband was still
working. I've also had to pick my kids up a few times from school because they
were sick and I didn't have a sitter in time. Also, some of their days off do not
match up to my days off and sometimes nothing lines up . . . Feeling like a bad
mom is one thing. There are times I have a lot of homework and when I get them
off the bus I give them a snack and put in a movie so I can do my homework.
Balancing motherhood and my roles as a wife and other obligations; it is just hard
to balance it all.
Trying to balance multiple roles led Hannah to have difficulty focusing in class and
"parental guilt" when trying to enact her role as student.
Jessica explained how her school schedule and her children's schooling impact
her, making it difficult to balance her schoolwork and her children's work. Her
husband 's work schedule plays a part in her ability to manage tasks that need to be
finished:
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This semester I go to school every day, so I don't have time to do homework
while my kids are at school or my husband is at work . .I try to not do a lot of
.

homework on the weekends because that's our time . . . My kids are in school, so

their needs are that they are going to get up, get ready, go to school, and get their
homework done. My kids have homework every night. If I have a lot of
homework and my husband is staying late for work, [our schedule] gets jumbled.
Time does not always play in our favor. So, it's impacted us, for sure.
Finding time to help her children with homework while completing her own left Jessica
feeling disoriented. She believed time worked against their ability to keep organized and
find time to complete all their responsibilities.
Jillian, former stay-at-home mother, had trouble making the transition to her roles
as a student and employee. She had always envisioned herself as a stay-at-home mom,
but worked part-time and became a full-time student after her husband lost his job. She
had to spend time away from her children attending classes and engaging in activities
related to her journalism major, such as covering news stories. She described how her
desire to spend more time with her children had affected her:
I don't have as much time to spend with my kids. Before, they were going out

with mom, we were doing things. We went to museums, art shows, and libraries.
We can't do that much anymore because I have homework to do or I have to go
out and cover a story [because I am a journalism major]. They are still adjusting
to that. Every semester there's something new. They want to do something, but
there's no time to do it. . . Well, I'd like more time with my family because I'm
still ingrained with that stay-at-home mom [mindset] ...that's all I ever wanted to
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be, so it's been an adjustment for me to figure out how to balance school, work,
and family. Because all I want to do is spend time with my kids .. .1 want to go do
things with my kids. I want to forgo the homework and spend time with my kids.
Jillian felt she was missing time with her children and desired to spend time with them
instead o f completing her homework. Her children were also adjusting to a reduced
amount of time for fun activities with their mom.
Proximity to campus also plays a part in non-traditional students' ability to
balance their lives. Jessica, a commuter student, took her children to school early so she
could be punctual for her first class of the day: "I drive an hour and ten minutes. The
kids start school at

8:00 am, so I drop them off at 7:30 and I can get here in ample time

for anything that comes." Jessica's school schedule needed to be built around her
children's school schedule and her commute to campus.
Jillian decided to move to campus to attend classes. Her husband stayed with the
children in their home at first. However, their oldest daughter took on the role of
watching her younger siblings and her grades suffered. Because of this, Jillian decided to
have her two youngest children live on campus with her:
It was hard at first because I ended up moving down here on campus and staying
in the residence halls. I left my kids home with my husband and that was hard on
us because he worked. That meant my teenager, my 1 7-year old, she was 1 5 at
the time, it was left on her to watch her siblings and make sure they got their
homework done. Her grades suffered and I decided I can't do this. She went
from being a straight A student to being a straight C student. I decided I couldn't
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do that to her. So, I talked to the university and asked if there was family housing
[available] that I could move into to live with my two little ones.
As happy as Jillian was to have her children with her, she still had to find time to
complete her school work while providing her children with what they needed for school:
My daughter is twelve and in sixth grade. She told me she had to put a Power
Point together for a class. It was for a grade. We went out and got a flash drive,
but then she needed my computer. I had homework to do. So, I had to stop what
I was doing with my homework and let her have my computer because she had a
homework project to do. We have one internet access. I could have gone to the
library, but I have limited transportation and I rely on the shuttle. It ends around
8:00 p.m. She doesn't get home until 4:00 p.m. and we have to have supper done.
After all of that, there's very little time to go to the library and have her work on
her projects. So, it's easier for me to just give up my computer, let her do her
homework, then I stay up all night to do mine. Or, I can get up early the next day.
Jillian put her daughter's need to finish her homework above her need to complete her
own school work. With limited transportation, her family had difficulty going to the
library for access to additional computers. Therefore, Jillian stayed up late or got up
early to complete her work. Balancing multiple roles can be difficult� and the
responsibilities of the non-traditional student who is also a parent can also present
challenges.
Parent/child responsibilities. Being a student while being a parent can pose
unique challenges. This theme explains how the responsibilities of caring for children
can be a challenge when the parent is also a student. For the participants, missed time
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with children, difficulty in focusing while in class, and struggling to concentrate when
working on schoolwork at home posed a challenge. Another challenge a non-traditional
student may experience is difficulty focusing, especially with young children in the
house. Edward had four children, ages 1 1 , 8, 4, and 2,

and tried his best to finish his

schoolwork away from home to be able to concentrate:
I try to get most of my work done on the week days when I'm near campus.
Obviously with four kids, especially the younger ones want to get in my papers
and are loud. I have to go somewhere I'm able to concentrate and hear myself
think so I can tum in good, quality work.
Conversely, he wanted to make sure his children know he is still their father even though
he is a student:
More than anything, I want to make sure my kids know when I leave I
student, but I want them to always know I
ignore them or not be in their lives.

am

am

a

still available. I'm not going to

I want to still be there, so I might be

tired when I come home from classes, but when my oldest two get home from
school

I want to see what they are doing and how their day was. It's important

that even as you do your own things, your kids know you are open to them. That
way they will be open to you as they get older.
Edward had difficulty writing papers at home because his children were distracting.
Therefore, he tried to complete his schoolwork while he is on campus. He made a point,
however, to let his children know his role as a father was still a priority.
Jessica struggled to focus when writing papers with her children, ages

8 and 6, at

home. Therefore, she tried to complete her work when they were not home: "I can't
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focus with the kids.

I don't write papers around them; I can't focus. I do whatever I can

away from them, but there are some things I can do that's no big deal." Like Edward,
Jessica tried to complete her papers when her children are not around because of
distractions.
Jillian, however, had a different challenge with her parental role. She explained
the difficulty not being able to spend time with her older daughter:
I have gotten to the point where I only work on weekends and that is my time
with my teenage daughter. I got her a job there too, so we kind of work together.
It's fast food. I work morning and she works evening, so we get a little bit oftime
in the afternoon. Plus, we have Sundays. I work a couple of hours on Sunday and
then we have the whole rest of the day. Granted, that's not a lot and she's coming
up to her senior year of high school. I want more time with her before she goes
off to college, but it's what works for us.
Jillian recognized her time as limited before her daughter heads to college. She found a
job for her daughter at the same place she was employed so they were able to spend more
time together.
Whether parents have young children at home, or children preparing to graduate
high school, parental responsibilities can affect the time non-traditional students are able
to spend on their studies. When attending classes, students are separated from their
children. Finding a quiet place to study without leaving their young children for
additional time can cause guilt and frustration. For parents with older children, they may
understand their time with their children

n
i

the home is limited and want to spend as

much time as possible together before their child leaves the home.
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Academic challenges due to time away from school. The next major theme,

Academic Challenges Due to Time Awayfrom School explains how having a break in
education can cause non-traditional students' academic challenges, as associated with

technology use, the curriculum, assignments, writing papers, and simply having an
academic mindset. For example, Michelle described several academic challenges she has
faced while completing her classes, one being technology use and online learning: "As
far as the online professors, those are a little hard to read because you are just
communicating with them through email . . . I 've had some trouble with some of the Word
products for my papers, but I'm learning." Difficulty communicating with online
professors, a class that required a great deal of time, and trouble with computer programs
were challenges for Michelle academically and caused frustration.
Hannah had to retrain her mind after having a break from school and being home
with her children:
After not being in school for so long and picking back up and having my first
assignment be a twelve-page paper was a challenge. There was no in-between.
My writing, especially as a history major, is something I am still improving. Just
that aspect, I

haven't used that side of my brain in so long. I've been with kids so

thinking critically and writing has been a challenge; from nothing to using my
brain now.
Switching gears from a stay-at-home mother to a full-time student to think critically and
write papers was difficult for Hannah.
Ziggy faced a challenge of the curriculum of a class requiring him to spend time
at mandated events or group projects for a grade, causing aggravation:
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Not all, but some classes we must do group projects where classmates want to
meet at certain times. Not that I'm against staying after to do things with people,
but normally after class is over, I'm gone. I've got two kids I have to go home
and take care of. So, a lot oftimes when we try and meet up it just doesn't work
with me. There's nothing wrong with group projects and I still take care of my
end and do whatever, but sometimes it's hard to get with the group that's working
together. And I had one professor whose curriculum included [assignments that
required] going to after school [events] the school offers. Like meetings and it's
for a grade. I'm gone or working at that time and I have to really go out of my
way to do that. And, so, unfortunately you must do it, so I did it, but it was a pain
in my butt and an out of my way effort. I have other responsibilities than just
being here and it was annoying. It was one of those things where I'll do it, but
under protest.
Ziggy became frustrated because some of his classes required meeting outside of class
because he had other responsibilities aside from being a student.
For Jessica, an academic challenge was technology: "Because I'm older than
them, I'm not really technologically savvy or inclined. I know how to do Word and
PowerPoint; some of the other things I don't know how to do." She felt her age made it
more difficult to understand technology than her traditionally aged peers.
Non-traditional students often need to remember how to be students when
returning to school. Group projects and after class assignments pose problems for
students with responsibilities outside of classwork, such as family time, work, or taking
care of children. When classes require time spent with other students or events outside of
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class, the non-traditional student must reorganize their busy schedules to accommodate
those needs. This can be difficult when factoring in their spouse's schedules, child-care,
and their own work schedules.
The non-traditional student can face various challenges. For participants, the
challenges they faced included the intersection of their health, finances, and education;
balancing their multiple roles; their parent/child responsibilities; and academic challenges
due to their time away from school. All these can impede or threaten their ability to
obtain a degree, the primary goal of their journey.
Research Question #3: What factors contribute to non-traditional students'
academic success?

Participants were asked to describe factors they felt contribute to their academic
success. The non-traditional students discussed three major factors, including Support

Systems, Personal Drive/Life Experience, and Time Management/Organization.
Support systems. A major theme that emerged with regards to non-traditional

students' success is Support Systems. This captures non-traditional students' support
networks from the people in their lives, which empowered and encouraged them while
they pursued their education. This included assistance with child-care, navigating the
college campus and the higher education system, and giving advice on how to be a
successful student. This theme was further divided into five subthemes: Spouse, Friends

and Family Other than Spouse and Children, Children, Supportive Faculty and Advisors,
and Employers and Colleagues (Table 4.2).
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Table 4.2.
Subthemes ofSupport Systems During Qualitative Analysis, with Illustrative Definitions
Subtheme
Spouse

Friends and Family other than
Spouse and Children

Children

Supportive Faculty and Advisors

Employers and Colleagues

Spouse.

Definition
Participants' suggestion of how the support of a
married student's spouse contributes to the
success of the non-traditional student
Participants' description of how the sharing of
personal success stories by their friends,
providing child-care, and showing an interest in
the non-traditional students' schooling can aid
in their success.
Participants described how their children
provided support by showing an interest in their
schooling and having good behavior.
Participants' indication of how faculty and
advisors providing encouragement, advice, and
a roadmap to graduation, as well as,
understanding the parental role a non
traditional student can help them thrive while
earning their four-year degree.
Participants' indication of how flexible
scheduling, advice, and understanding of a non
traditional student's employer and colleagues
aid in their success

Spousal support can be very helpful in aiding the success of a non-

traditional student. Students must attend class and often have reading and assignments to
complete in addition to their everyday responsibilities. This subtheme explains how the
support of a married student's spouse contributes to the success of the non-traditional
student. Participants described how communication with their spouse, emotional support
and encouragement, financial support, and the spouse taking on additional household and
child-care responsibilities helped them focus on their studies.
Edward's wife took on the role of sole provider for their family's finances while
keeping open communication with Edward to ensure their household still ran smoothly:
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I'd say the biggest support has been my wife. She's believed in me so much she
wanted to support the family financially, so I could devote all my time and effort
into completing my degree. I didn't want to make her take all of that on, but she's

an amazing woman. She knew how important this was to me. And, when I finish
and get a job, she'll be able to do the same thing and do what she wants to
do . . . Communication between my wife and I is especially important. We take
time each day to discuss what we are going to have for dinner and what foods
need prepped. She works third shift at her job, so she comes home in the
morning, eats, and then goes to sleep. She sometimes watches the kids too,
depending on the schedule. Then, when the other kids come home from school, I
prepare an after-school snack and dinner. We work well with communication,
and we do our best to try and make it work.
Edward expressed a deep appreciation for his wife's financial support as well as pride in
their communication. He believed his wife's support and their communication skills
contributed greatly to his ability to succeed in school.
Ziggy said his wife has been a big support during his academic endeavors by

giving a little extra when he has a project and communicating their needs and schedules:
There's been times when I've been down or stressed and my wife will say
something. She kind of gives me that little lecture reminding me of what I need
to do . . . Or [my] wife has been able to step up ifl say, "Honey I've got crunch
time to do this." We work together well with that. . . Just working between me and
my wife and the communication we have with each other and knowing that who
has what and we have to work together for it.
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Ziggy's communication with his wife and her ability to meet extra needs when he needed
to focus on his studies helped his ability to complete his assignments. She was also able
to provide encouragement when he felt overwhelmed or stressed.

Hannah's husband provided financial and emotional support, even encouraging
her when she wanted to give up. When asked who has helped her succeed i n college, she
said:
My husband with financial and personal support . . . He spends extra time with the
kids and watches them when I must come to campus for school. Just always
being there for me. There was a time last semester where I was contemplating if
my history degree was what I really wanted to do and he encouraged me to stick
with it.
By providing financially for their family and giving her confidence, Hannah's husband
helped her stay on track with her history degree.
Jessica's husband provided emotional support when she felt like she was not able
to be a good mother, wife, or student:
For the first two years of school, every day I had school I would go home and re
lecture. He was really receptive of that. He's gotten now, like "Enough school
talk, Jess". Otherwise, he's there. He'll listen to what I have to say when I'm
stressed out. For instance, a couple days ago, I said I can't do this anymore. I'm
not doing well in school. I'm not being a good wife. I'm not being a good mom.
He said, "Jess, you need to stop it. Everything is fine. It's going to get better."
Sometimes it's rough, but he's really supportive.
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Jessica's husband was able to help her find school/life balance and gave her emotional
support when she felt like a bad wife or mother, or a failure as a student.
When trying to balance multiple roles, having a spouse's support financially or
emotionally can help the non-traditional student see their progress and their successt::s.
However, not all participants had a supportive spouse, making support from friends and
other family members important.
Friends andfamily other than spouse and children.

Not all non-traditional

students experience support from their spouses. Their spouse may not understand why
they want to continue their education, or their perception of gender roles may differ.
When spousal support was absent or lacking, non-traditional students found support
among friends and family, which describes this theme. All six participants indicated
friends and family as a support system to them as non-traditional students. This
subtheme illuminates how the support c;>f friends and family (excluding spouse and
children) contributes to the success of the non-traditional student. Participants described
how the sharing of personal success stories by their friends, providing child-care, and
showing an interest in the non-traditional students' schooling can aid in their success.
For example, Michelle and Jillian found female friends to be more supportive.
Michelle explained: ''I find that my female friends are more supportive than my husband
and any male friends. [The men's] attitude is 'Why would you want to do that?"'
Similarly, when asked if her husband had supported her in school, Jillian said he had not
and explained she believed he was accepting, but not supportive:
He's ok with me going to school. He understands why I want to do that, but at the
same time he's making all the money. He's old fashioned. He's the kind that
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thinks women need to be in the home cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the
kids. It's hard to deal with sometimes, but he understands it at the same time.
His old-fashioned way of thinking made Jillian's husband unable to provide
encouragement or support on ht:!r academic journey. Having a spouse to empower the
non-traditional student and share the burden of running a household can provide a lot of
assistance. Other family members in the home, such as children, can also support the
non-traditional student.
Hannah's parents and friends provided support with child-care and understood the
change in relationships with school added in:
My parents . . . will pick them up i f l need to study or come back to school. Friends
have helped too. I've kind of let some of my other obligations go and they
understand when I say I'm studying I'm really studying. The relationships are
different when you are younger in college. If you don't want to go out, your
friends may say, "You're stupid." But now, they say, "Ok, just let us know when
you do have time." Some of them babysit too.
For Hannah, having "back-up" child-care with people she knows and trusts helped when
she needed to attend classes. Additionally, her friends' understanding of her role as a
student and offering child-care aided in her success.
Similarly, Ziggy's mom and mother-in-law provided child-care so he could go to
school: "There's been a couple of times where the babysitter couldn't watch them or
something like that. I have my mom or my wife's mom somewhat in the area, where I
would say, 'Hey, I've got school."' Ziggy believed his family providing child-care
contributed enormously to his success. Lack of support from her husband and children
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led Michelle to find her main support system with friends, with whom she was able to
discuss her class related challenges with, and who read some of her papers. When things
went well, Michelle was excited to share those moments too:

I have:: some friends that I talk to about my courses. They are very supportive ...As
a matter of fact, I was with one of my friends yesterday. She is an older woman
that is in her mid-60s. I talked to her about a theater and film class I've been
having some trouble with. I found out yesterday I have done better than I thought
and couldn't wait to share the information with her. She's read some of my
papers. I would say my friends have been more supportive than anything.
Michelle's friend's feedback and sharing stories of similar experiences while in school
helped her tremendously.
Jessica's parents were unable to help her when she wanted to go to school at a
traditional age. However, they were assisting her financially at the time of the interview,
and they, along with her sister, provided child-care:
They couldn't help me financially [when I was younger] and they knew I really
wanted to go to school. Now, they pay our mortgage. My parents own the house,
so we live there rent free . . . . My sister is a stay-at-home mom, and my dad is the
bus driver. That's been really awesome. My parents live two blocks away and
my sister lives one block away. So, today I need to stay later to work on a project
and my kids are going to walk to her house. Sometimes they have to go to my
parents', but it's not super often. Days that they have off and I do not, my sister
keeps them.

69
Jessica's best friend provided additional support by reminding Jessica of her school
expenence:
She is my age and she got her bachelor's degree at Edwardsville . . . She has
graduated. When I tell her "I'm going to get a B," or "This is so stressful," she
tells me she failed one of her classes. It's not great, but it helps me to know that
she's a successful accountant and she failed one of her financial accounting
classes. She then took it over and excelled. Regardless, it's nice to hear that you
might stumble and fall, but you have to get back up.
For Jessica, living near her parents and sister enabled them to assist with child-care when
there are conflicting schedules. She also expressed a profound gratefulness for her
parents' financial contribution. Her parents let Jessica and her family live in their home
rent free to assist with her return to school because they were unable to help when she
was a traditional age. Additionally, her best friend provided her with emotional support
though examples of success following failure.
Edward's friends and family help with his children when he has classes and his
wife is working, or when he and his wife need respite:
Even with little things,

for instance when my wife is working late and I have

school work, I have friends and family that will watch the kids. Or, if my wife
and I'd like to have a night out, friends and family will watch the kids for the
night to let us relax for a little bit. Little things like that really help with the
process because you can't study all the time; you need to relax or it will drive you
crazy.
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The assistance from his friends and family, along with his acknowledgment of needing
time to relax with his wife, have helped Edward while in school.
Like Jessica, Jillian also has a best friend that provides support through
encouragement:
My best friend back home asks what I'm learning. She tells me to study when I
have a test. Even with her so far away, we are constantly texting. She'll text,
"So, what have you learned today? What are you doing today?"
Being reminded to study kept Jillian on task with her schoolwork. Support from friends
and family can manifest in a number of ways; encouragement when a non-traditional
student needs a boost; free child-care and editor, to name a few. These various supports
can be very instrumental in non-traditional students' academic success.
Children. Regardless of their age, children can provide support to non-traditional

students in various ways. The next subtheme,

Children, describes how the children of

non-traditional students can aid in the academic success of their parents. For the
participants, their children provided support by showing an interest in their schooling,
having good behavior, and handing them their school bag on their way out the door.
Edward 's children provided

support by understanding the importance of what he

was doing and wishing him well when he left for school:
Yes, they have helped provide support. They understand how important this is to
me. Even the littlest one will say, "Hey, daddy, here's your bag." or "Let me
open the door for you. Have a good class, daddy," when I leave for school.
Even though they were too young to provide support in any other way, the children's
interest in his schooling helped Edward as a student.
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Hannah's children showed an interest in her college life and enjoy visiting
campus: "My kids love coming to campus. They ask to come and walk around and see
where my classes are . . . I also try to encourage them by asking if this is where they want
to go to school. They love it." Hannah expressed pride in showing her children where
she goes to school and talked to them about attending college one day.
Jillian's teenage daughter provided support by keeping track of her mother's
progress in school:
She's always pushing me. She tells me, "Mom, you've got to get this done.
Mom, you have homework. You have this deadline." Even with her being an
hour away, she calls and asks i f l have my homework done and tells me I have to
do it. She reminds me I always push them, so I need to get mine done.
Jillian's daughter checking in and making sure her mother stayed on track helped Jillian
focus on completing her homework.
Jessica's children provide support by merely doing what needs to be done: "Even
though my kids can't tell me I'm doing a good job, them waking up, taking a shower,
brushing their teeth, eating, running, and playing shows that we're making it." Their
support was not overt, but by simply following the routine, she was able to balance her
multiple obligations.
While young children may be unable to vocally express encouragement, when
they follow their routines, they make the journey smoother, thereby providing indirect
support to the non-traditional student. Older children may take an interest in their
parent's schooling or may just check in with their parent to make sure they are staying on
track. Spouses and children are uniquely positioned to impact the non-traditional
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student's sense of support because they live in the home. However, individuals living
outside the home may provide a network of support as well.
Supportivefaculty and advi
sors. Faculty and advisors can assist the non

traditional student in a multitud� of ways. The next subtheme, Supportive Faculty and

Advisors, describes how the faculty and advisors at an institution can aid non-traditional
students during their academic career. They can provide encouragement and advice and a
roadmap to graduation. Additionally, when faculty understand the parental role a non
traditional student has, this can help them thrive while earning their four-year degree.
Jillian liked to take various classes outside her major for fun. However, her
advisor kept her on task when registering for classes:
She keeps me from taking too many classes because I want to take extra classes
for fun. And she reminds me that we want me to graduate on a timely basis. She
tells me the classes I need and the ones I can choose from.
She also found faculty support when needing to take her children to class:
Professors don't seem to mind if [my children] aren't a distraction. There were a
couple of times I had to bring my son to my French class and he just sat there.
The professor didn't think it was a big deal.
For Jillian, having an advisor keep her on track to graduate and having professors that
acknowledge her as a mother was helpful.
Jessica had specific examples of how faculty exhibited concern for her well-being
as a whole person when she was struggling academically and could have lost her
scholarship:
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I was worried about a class and was going to drop it. I decided I didn't care about
the money, which is crazy. So, I went and talked to another one of my professors
that was neutral to the situation. He told me, "You are the type of person who
makes a decision (snaps fingers) and you need to let this marinate a little bit. See
what options you may have, sleep on it, and then make the decision." I was, like,
"Ok. I do buy that because, yes, I am like that." He then told me, "Think of it
like this. If you fail the class, you get to keep your scholarship. If you drop the
class, you lose your scholarship. Either way you are going to have to take the
class over. So, why not fail it and keep your scholarship." I'm not the kind of
person that is going to go down easily, so if I'm going to fail, I'm going to fail
with dignity. And, I'm not failing, so that's good . . . Also, this semester, I went
into one of my professor's offices because I thought I was going to need to drop
the class. This has been a really rough semester; the workload is a lot with five
classes. This is the max for me. So, I went to talk to her and I started bawling.
She helped, I'm still in the class because I would have lost my scholarship. She
has helped me know that I can get there. They care. I can generally tell that they
care about the students' well-being and I'm included.
She also explained how grateful she was when a professor let her bring her children to
class:
We don't get Easter break and I talked to the professor and asked him if l could
bring my kids with me. I had already brought them when they were younger.
That was a shocker for some of the students. My son is a ham. I told my
professor they were eight and six and they could bring their iPads and they could
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listen to their stuff or play their games. He said that was fine. It was

50 minutes

and they were great. I was really thankful he let me bring them.
Jessica appreciated the guidance she received from her professors. The male professor's
perception of her was accurate and he could lead her to the decision that was best for her
financially. The female professor provided a listening ear and helped her work through
feeling overwhelmed about her class load. Other professors allowed her to bring her
children to class when their school days off did not align with her school schedule. This
helped her to attend class.
Hannah had an instance where there was a family emergency and the faculty
member teaching the class was conscientious of her role as a mother and occasionally
needing to be on her phone for her family:
The night before my finals, my daughter broke her clavicle and had muscle
damage. I was in the emergency room until 4:00 am and I had a final at

8:00 am.

She was getting prepped for surgery and I sat there, took my final, and didn't even
tell my teacher. I did tell a friend, and she told the teacher my daughter was being
prepped for surgery. My teacher asked if I needed to go and I told her no, I was
fine. I just needed to take my exam and then leave. It turned out to be fine. If my
professors see me on my phone, they know I'm not texting or playing games. It's
for my family.
Additionally, Hannah has had to bring her son to class and the professor was accepting:
I emailed the professor beforehand. I knew I had to bring my son that day
because he had a doctor's appointment, so I didn't want to find a sitter for such a
short time. He sat there and didn't make a sound. I actually got emails from a
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few other professors that said, "Oh my goodness, your children are so well
behaved." That was really encouraging. I think professors understand. I have a
friend that has children and she's also had to bring hers. Her professors have told
her they would rather her bring them than miss class.
Hannah's advisor knew who she was as a student and advocated for her. This helped her
avoid taking an extra class, saving money and time. Her professors' understanding of the
need to have her phone available gave her a sense of peace because she knew she could
be reached if an emergency arose. Furthermore, her professor allowed her to bring her
son to class which helped her balance her role as a mother and student.
Edward and Ziggy were helped by advisors and/or faculty at the University A.
Edward's advisor provided him with a plan for success to help him combat a low-GPA:
When I was here last time, I had life circumstances that brought down my [grade
point average]. It put me behind academic-wise. When I came back, I had a new
academic advisor than I had previously had. I told him my situation, what my
goals were, and that I felt I had a difficult task coming back. He looked through
my transcripts, came up with a game plan, and told me what classes I needed. He
also recommended certain professors, gave me tips, and told me the resources
available. He also suggested graduate students that could help me. Overall, he
gave me an outline to get on track.
Without his advisor's guidance with a plan and resources, Edward's past difficulties with
school could have continued. Instead, thanks to his advisor, Edward felt empowered and
knew what resources were available to help him succeed. Ziggy found mutual respect,
understanding and assistance from faculty:
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[When I have sick children] most of them will reply pretty quickly to say they
understand, get better, good luck, or something along those lines. Some provide
positive feedback, saying, "Don't worry about it." Or, they will say, "Hey I
understand, we will be going over this material." Or they will come back with,
"Hey, you aren't going to miss much today." So far, I've had a pretty positive
relationship with the professors, so if I explain something to them, they will be
more likely to be like, "Ok. We know he's not trying cut out or anything like that.
It's a legitimate reason" . . .I've noticed a lot of professors that I've had are willing
to go outside the realm of what they are teaching to help out. I had to do a cover
letter and write an essay about myself to apply for a scholarship, and the
scholarship had to be cut down to just so many words. I went to my teacher and
told her I knew it wasn't reall y her thing, but asked her to help me with it. I had a
relationship with her and was comfortable asking her to help if she had time. She
took her time and went through it and took out things and suggested things. There
has been support out there where I've had people help me. I've had to rely on a
couple of professors. I had to have a background check and I had to list two
professors who would speak on my behalf and I had one who just retired last year
and another one speak on my behalf. I've had their support and been real grateful
for that.
Ziggy valued the mutual respect he shared with his professors and their willingness to
help outside the classroom.
Helpful and understanding faculty and advisors can help the non-traditional
student feel supported and welcome on campus. When an advisor creates a plan of study
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to raise a grade point average or a professor is accepting of a child needing to come to
class, the non-traditional student can balance their multiple roles better, creating
empowerment and capability.
Employers and colleagues. It is helpful to have an understanding employer and

supportive coworkers when a non-traditional student is employed. This subtheme
explains how the support of a non-traditional student's employer and colleagues provides
support. Participants described how being allowed time for school assignments while at
work, a flexible schedule, and having coworkers proofread papers and giving advice has
helped them be successful. For example, Michelle's (employed full-time) employer
allows her to do her homework at her place of employment;
I am fortunate enough that I can do a lot of my stuff at work. I go to work and get
all my work-related things completed and then look through my coursework and
see what I need to do. If I can get anything done at work, whether its writing a
paper or doing research, I'm lucky enough to be able to do that at work. I know a
lot of people are not that fortunate.
Michelle also has a colleague that had been a student:
There's also another girl at work who's a little younger than me and she just
earned her master's. We have been there for each other. I've had her read my
papers and help me with numbering pages . . . So,just starting college after a long
time, having someone to be able to tell me what to do has been awesome.
Michelle was grateful for her boss' accommodation and appreciative of her coworker's
support. Having a person to talk to that has been on the same journey provides
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acceptance and support. Hannah felt fortunate to have an employer that offered a flexible
schedule and understands her needs as a student and an employee:
Unless I know I have no homework, I don't work. My job is generous in that
way. They understand ifl say

I can't. However, at the same time they want to

offer me the opportunity to work because they know I like to have extra money.
It's nice because I can call and tell them I don't have much going on during a
slower week and they will let me pick up a shift.
An understanding employer allowed Hannah a flexible work schedule, which helped her
keep up with assignments while allowing her to earn money if her family needed extra
income. Sympathetic employers and colleagues can be paramount to the academic
accomplishment of the employed non-traditional student.
Flexible work schedules that accommodate classes and coursework can greatly
assist a student's success. Jessica summarizes the importance of support systems for non
traditional students: "I try really hard and sometimes when you get beat down it's good to
have a really good support system." Knowing how to balance school, family, work, and
other aspects of life can become overwhelming. Having a solid support system in place
can relieve some of the burden.
Personal drive/life experience. The next major theme under factors contributing
to non-traditional students' academic success is

Personal Drive/Life Experience. This

explains how students' intrinsic motivation, drive, and past experiences can propel them
to do well in school. For the participants, acknowledging and overcoming past mistakes,
determination, accepting limitations, and making the best of their situations helped them
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succeed in school. Being intrinsically motivated, and having the ability to give oneself
grace can thrust the non-traditional student towards their academic finish line.
Ziggy identified himself as his main motivation and acknowledged his positive
attitude as contributing to his success:
This is my third go around at college. My first was right out of high school and I
went to Lake Land. My mind wasn't there, so grades reflected [that reality]. So,
that's when I did the military. When I got in the military, I started doing online
classes and got my associate's; now I'm here. I wouldn't say anyone has helped
me with drive. It's my drive. I want to do it. . . I think most of the time it's just me
wanting to get it done and doing it. . . I came here with a different attitude, so that
improves it. When I got here, it wasn't that bad. I'm going to class, I'm
participating, and I'm talking to my professors. Most of my professors know me
by name because I can be outspoken certain times. Sometimes the professor just
wants to get someone to participate in class. I'll be that guy just to make the class
laugh. But, it's been a different experience because I have a different attitude
towards it. It's been an improvement.
Ziggy relied on determination to return to school for the third time, and acknowledged he
is successful due to a shift in his attitude. His willingness to participate in class and
engage with the professors improved his academic life.
Jessica acknowledged the challenge of balancing it all and the importance of
making the best of the situation. She specifically mentioned the lack of family meals, but
understood family meals and spending time together do not always mean a home cooked
meal:
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I've had to do something every single night this week, and every single night this
week I have not cooked anything. My husband has cooked, and we ordered pizza
in last night, which is not terrible. You know, you like to have those treats and
my kids like them, but I like to have an orderly house. I like to cook and have
family sit down dinners and sometimes it doesn't work out . . . Otherwise, we just
know we're a family and we are in this together. So, if we are going to eat at
McDonald's tonight, we are going to eat at McDonalds together.
Jessica's "we are in this together" attitude helped her maintain balance despite feeling
guilty about not having home cooked meals every night.
Similarly, Hannah acknowledged needing to understand her limitations while
attending school:
I'm still trying to balance everything. I realize that as much as I'd like to commit
I 00%

to something, I kind of can't. I keep telling myself that it's ok if I let

certain things slide, like house cleaning, or if l don't have a fruit, a vegetable, a
grain, and a protein at dinner. It's ok to have chicken nuggets and macaroni and
cheese. Or, it's ok ifl get a C in a class. That is really hard for me because I am
a good student and I'm like, "You know what, that's just average and I have to be
ok with that." Sometimes I can't dedicate as much time as I want to something.
Jessica and Hannah learned to give themselves grace and understand they have
limitations. However, those limitations do not make them bad parents or poor students.
For them, learning to accept limitations reduced stress and guilt.
Hannah also believed waiting to work on her degree and her internal thirst for
knowledge contributed to her success. Her education has opened opportunities and pride:
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For me, I'm glad that I waited to come because I feel like I'm doing what I'm
meant to be doing now versus just satisfying what my parents wanted me to do.
There are seniors in my classes now that tell me, "I don't want to do this. I don't
know what I'm going to do." I just think it's a wasted opportunity. I think that's
why I get such good grades; I'm truly interested. I'm thirsty to learn. . .I don't
want to sound horrible, but when I was a stay-at-home mom, I didn't think
anything existed outside of that. That was my life, so I never thought, "What can
I do with my life?" My life was just devoted to my kids and raising them. Now,
coming to campus and seeing what I can accomplish is amazing. I think this
experience has opened the door to not being stuck here.
Hannah's life experience and transition from stay-at-home mother to student provided
opportunities for pride and a real desire to learn from her classes, thus earning good
grades.
Like Hannah, Jillian also felt attending school as an older student has helped her
succeed:
I'm actually succeeding in college because I can understand it. And I think I went
in at the right time. I think if I had gone [to college] right out of high school, I
would have dropped out. I wouldn't have been able to do it and I would have
failed. I would have flunked out. I think now, after having kids and experiencing
life a bit, now I'm ready for college. I'm older, significantly older. I don't have
as much time in my career now because of it. I'm at an age where most people
will be retiring, not jumping into it. But, I have more world and life experience to
go with it.
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Jillian's age has helped her succeed as a student because she is able to apply her life
experiences to her studies. Her age also helped her overcome her poor student self
concept and she acknowledged feeling as though she would have failed if she had
attempted school at a younger age.
Edward felt his personal desire to do the work has aided him in school, but he also
had a desire to show his children they are capable of succeeding in higher education. He
felt pride from being able to overcome hardships and his previous academic experience:
I want [my children] to see they can do this. It's going to be tough,
uncomfortable, and maybe awkward, but you have to go through that and
experience it. That way you get that trial by fire and you can handle anything that
comes your way, especially as an adult. . . That's another motivation. Even if you
come from academic dismissal and having to work slowly to get your [grade point
average] up from other schools to this school to get to where you are going is not
impossible. It's hard as hell, but it's possible to do it. In the end, its hopefully
going to be a great benefit to know you accomplished it.
Edward's desire to overcome his past academic challenges gave him the incentive to
work hard to accomplish his goal of earning a degree.
Personal motivation and life experiences can help older students persist in their
education despite the challenges they face. Students experience pride, acknowledge and
learn how to work around their limitations, and work hard to overcome their challenges.
When considering personal factors contributing to success, time management and
organization must not be overlooked.
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Organization/time management. An essential factor in the success of the non

traditional student is being organized. This theme explains how the nontraditional
students' more developed organizational and time management skills help them succeed
in pursuing their four-year degree. Participants described how making schedules,
prioritizing duties, and routines assisted them on their academic journey. For some,
mastering this ability, was essential to balancing their multiple roles before tagging on the
role of student.
Jillian organized her life to accommodate having a family. She tried her best to
complete her schoolwork while her children were in school, while she was on campus
and near resources, or early in the morning when her children were sleeping. However,
that was not always possible. When she became distracted, she prioritized:
But then I realize, no, I must do the homework. We always do homework first,
then we go have fun. If I get my homework done, I get to spend time with my
kids or I sit and do my homework when they do theirs. We all three sit at the
table and do our homework . . . I usually say, "screw it" and don't study on the
weekends. That's the only time I have with my husband and my teenager. Unless
I have a project due Monday, I'm like, "No, this is family time. This is time we
are all together." Homework and study time is all during the week.
Prioritizing and organization helped keep her on track when it came to her studies. She
understood once her school work is complete, she had the reward of spending time with
her children.
Ziggy also tried to complete his homework while on campus, but tailored his
study time to his family's schedule when he was unable to:
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Most of the studying I do, I'll do while I'm here. I study and work on things in
between classes. I'll have time at home before I pick up the kids and have time to
study. I basically revolve my study times around my kids and family time. There
may be times where I have something that's on the clock or due and where I have
to say, "Hey, Honey. Give me ten minutes and I'll be right with you . . . " My
earliest class is at

9:30, so I have time to make sure they've both had breakfast

and I eat. The little one will take a nap in between just perfect, so when she's
taking a nap I can tend to our two-year-old and make sure his teeth are brushed,
he goes potty, and make sure he's in good clothes. I'll kind of clean up the house
a bit, do some house things. Then, normally I'll jump on my computer and see if
there's any emails from professors or other students. Sometimes if it's something
important, I'll email back or work on something. Then, I load them up and take
them to the babysitter and I'm here and go to classes. When I'm done, I'll talk to
classmates if there' s not much going on. If I have homework to do, I'll sit in one
of the lounges and get it done. Then, I head home. Normally I get home between
noon and I :00 p.m. The kids are taking naps so I have time to go home and finish
what I need to do or prepare for something else before picking them up.
Ziggy's family's routine helped him balance his roles as a student, husband, and father.
He tried to do all his school work while on campus, but used breaks in his routine at
home to complete work when necessary.
Jessica also tried to complete her work while on campus and according to her
children's schedules:
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It kind of worked out that even though I'm full-time here at [University A], my kids
also go to school from 8am to 3pm. As soon as I

put them on the bus, I'm doing

homework. Whenever I get home, I use that time. My latest class is at 3pm, but

other days I'm home by 2pm. I also study while they are sleeping. My son has
practice and my daughter will have practice, but ifl take him to practice, I sit in my
car or in the bleachers and study. I try to make use of my time. I also go to the
library to study between classes . . . I try to do all my homework during the week. I
try to have weekends strictly devoted to family; at least that's the plan.
Jessica planned her class time and works her study time around her family's busy schedule.
She did her best to complete her work during the work week to spend time with her husband
and children on the weekends.
Edward made a schedule to organize and manage his time because he did not have
an abundance of time to devote to his schoolwork:
When I was younger, I would study when I felt like it. [I would] just grab a subject
and study for an hour or two. Because ofless time, I literally must make a schedule
and have brackets chime to study during the day depending on when an assignment
is due or what I need to work on. I just kind ofbreak it down like that. I don't have
much time to do it, so I just have to be organized.
Edward's recognition of the need for a schedule helped him stay focused and keep up with
each of his responsibilities.

He also found breaks in his day to study to complete his

assignments.
Hannah managed her schedule by working her school work into her children's
needs. She also managed to work in self-care:
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We wake up at 6:00 am. We live out in the country, so the kids ride the bus. After
we wake up, we do showers/baths, breakfast, and they are usually on the bus at 6:58
am. Depending on what day it is and what classes I have, starting at 7:00 am I go
for a run or I'll study. Then

I get myself ready and come to class. I'm on campus

roughly 9:00 am to 2:00 pm. almost every day. I study between classes and eat
lunch; I pack my own lunch. When I'm done with classes, I go back home and
study more and get the kids offthe bus. Then, depending on my homework load,
we do snack and play outside if it's nice. We jumped on the trampoline and played
basketball yesterday. We do whatever their obligations are, then dinner and more
playing or studying. That's our typical Monday through Friday.
Hannah's schedule helped her balance her roles as wife, student, and mother. Her study
time revolved around her children's schedules to maintain her role as a mom when her
children are home from school.
From these examples, it can safely be assumed that time management and
organization aid in the non-traditional student's success. It is not easy to balance the
many roles a student has and the responsibilities of the other family members in their
households. Overall, participants believed their support systems, their personal drive and
life experience, and their time management and organization skills helped them succeed
as students.
Summary
This chapter discussed the findings of semi-structured, one-on-one interviews
with six participants about their experiences as a non-traditional undergraduate college
student. The study focused on the lived experiences of non-traditional undergraduate
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students that were married with dependents. Although each participant had unique
experiences, their status as non-traditional often meant that these experiences also shared
some common elements. With regards to the question "Why do non-traditional students

pursue a four-year degree?." themes such as Desire to Achieve Goals, Job Opportunities,
Significant Life Events, and the Children 's Ages emerged. Themes discovered in
response to the question "What challenges did non-traditional students face while
pursuing a four-year degree?" included Intersection

ofHealth, Finances, and Education;

Balancing Multiple Roles; Parent/Child Responsibilities, and Academic Challenges Due
to Time Awayfrom School. In response to "What factors did non-traditional students
identify as contributing to their academic success?," participants discussed three major
themes:

Support Systems, Personal Drive/Life Experience, and Time

Management/Organization. Support systems was further divided into five subthemes:
Spouse, Friends and Family Other than Spouse and Children, Children, Supportive
Faculty and Advisors, and Employers and Colleagues. These themes contributed to
understanding how non-traditional students navigate their college experience. The
findings in this chapter will be discussed further in Chapter V.
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Chapter V
Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to investigate the
experiences of one subset of non-traditional students - married undergraduate students at
University A, aged 25 and older, with dependents. The researcher was interested in
answering three research questions: Why do non-traditional students pursue a four-year
degree? What challenges do non-traditional students face? What factors contribute to
non-traditional students' academic success? Participants responded to open-ended
questions in one-on-one semi-structured interviews about their experiences as non
traditional students. This chapter includes a discussion of major findings in relation to
previous research on the factors guiding the decision of undergraduate non-traditional
students' return to college, the barriers they face, and factors aiding their success. These
are discussed within the framework ofBandura's ( 1 986) social cognitive theory (SCT).
The limitations of the study, recommendations for student affairs professionals at higher
learning institutions, and recommendations for future research are also presented.
Discussion

According to the National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] (2015),
approximately 74% of students enrolled in higher education institutions during the 201 1 2012 academic year had at least one characteristic that defined them as non-traditional.
Additionally, 27.5% had at least one dependent and 84.8% were married or in a
partnership (Radford, Cominole, & Skomsvold, 2015). These numbers are expected to
increase, thus closing the gap of enrollment numbers between traditional and non
traditional students (Hussar, & Bailey, 2017). As the number of non-traditional students
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on campuses rises, institutions must be equipped to meet their needs. A qualitative study
to learn about how non-traditional students navigate their educational journey may
provide valuable insight to student affairs professionals and institutions as to how these
students can be assisted in their success. Though several theories could reasonably be
appropriate as a guide for this study, I selected Bandura's (1 986) social cognitive theory
as my theoretical lens. In social cognitive theory, Bandura (1 986) described how
environmental events, cognitive and personal factors, and behavior all impact an
individual's functioning in a bidirectional fashion. This is especially relevant to this
study when looking at: (a) developing competencies, (b) strengthening people's beliefs in
their capabilities, and (c) enhancing self-regulation and motivation through goal systems.
Competencies are developed when skills are modeled, practiced, and applied in situations
to bring individuals success (Bandura, 1 988). Individuals are influenced by self-beliefs
and this influences the decisions they make, the effort they make, and how long they
choose to persist when challenges arise (Bandura, 1988). Goal systems provide strong
motivation because they provide direction and sense of purpose as well as help construct
an individual's beliefs in their competencies (Bandura, 1988). These aspects are
reciprocal as each one can influence the other facets. For instance, if a returning student
is not confident in their ability or is surrounded by people that feel the student will fail,
the student will have a much harder time succeeding. It is within this framework that the
following discussion is presented.
Decision to earn four-year degree.

While several findings emerged from the

study, some could be more reasonably attributed to students' status as non-traditional
than others. For instance, while all college students may choose to pursue a degree to
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achieve some long-desired career, financial goals, or to increase job opportunities, non
traditional students may have additional reasons to earn a four-year degree. These may
include the occurrence of significant life events, such as job loss of a spouse, and young

children becoming of school age, thereby relieving the student of the responsibility of
providing all day child-care. In some instances, non-traditionals make the decision to
earn their degree because of a general hope for a brighter future or the appeal of a better
job (Merrill, 2015)
Maybe one of the most important reasons why non-traditional students return to
school which may vary from their traditional counterpart is the occurrence of a
significant life event. Dohrenwent, Dohrenwend, Dodson, and Shrout ( 1 984) described
significant life events as positive or negative events that include divorce, loss of a job,
birth of a child, and death of a loved one. Though everyone experiences significant life
events at various points in time, for non-traditional students, this may be the impetus for
getting a college degree. For some participants in this study, this was marital separation
and the loss of a secure job.
According to Dohrenwend ( 1973 ), the influence of these events can create

stressors in the person's life, thus creating change. In relation to this study, these
stressors sparked the decision to return to school because the individuals feared what
would happen to their family if a similar life event occurred. This is illustrative of
Bandura's (2002) triadic causation model which explains human functioning within,
though not necessarily simultaneously to impact behavior. This corresponds well with
Kasworm (2003), who found that some non-traditional students returned to school after
they experienced significant life events. This made them feel a college degree was

91

necessary, and Adams and Corbett (2010) who found once a significant life event occurs
when students reassess their goals, and this could lead to going back to school.
Furthermore, Compton, Cox, and Laanan (2006) stated non-traditionals decide to earn
their degree

after a major life change, such as the death of a partner or spouse or divorce.

Lastly, like their traditional aged counterparts, non-traditional students go back to
school to achieve a goal. For some it might be a long-desired goal, and re-entry to the
educational path was always desired; for others, new goals were set as life happened.
One factor in Bandura' s ( 1 986) social cognitive theory is enhancing motivation through
goal systems. Students can enhance self-motivation in their education by setting goals
(Bandura, 1 986). Participants that experienced significant life events decided to earn
their degree with the goal of stability for themselves and their families. Additionally,
several participants returned to school because of a desire to accomplish their goals of a
four-year education. Having a clear-cut definition of their goal, graduating college with a
four-year-degree, gave participants direction and purpose.
Challenges faced by non-traditional students. Regardless of non
traditional/traditional aged status, students face challenges while working on their degree.
Though all undergraduate

students, may need to balance different roles at various times,

non-traditional students may be presented with additional roles to balance, such as
parenthood and marriage, which compound those challenges. Furthermore, non
traditional students are likely to have taken significant time away from the academic
environment. During that time, natural cognitive processes of "use it or lose it" may kick
in, challenges because of their time away from school. This presents a problem for the
student upon re-entry on the academic path because they are faced to retrain their minds
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to new ways of thinking, or to skill sets that have long not been activated or they were
never exposed to, such as technology. This challenge may be exacerbated by prolonged
time away.
Balancing multiple roles can pose challenges for non-traditional students because
family time takes away from study time and vice versa, causing guilt (Markel, 2015).
Balancing responsibilities as a spouse and parent while finding a place to study and focus
can be difficult, as family interruptions are common (Garland, 1993; Hensley & Kinser,

2001 ). Some participants experienced challenges balancing their multiple roles. Unlike
their traditional counterparts, non-traditional students have added disruptions in their
focus when studying or in class. Specifically, students with children may be distracted by
the noise their children make or in class when trying to ensure all facets of their lives are
in order. Participants described children's noise interrupting their studies and guilt from
spending time away from their children when at school. Non-traditional students may
struggle with staying focused in class as they worry about concerns such as having child
care lined up and meals planned. Because of the need to minimize family disruption,
non-traditional students may commute more than their traditional counterparts.
In addition to challenges related to family, non-traditional students may face
academic barriers at least loosely attributable to their status. These include time away
from education, course requirements, and a need to find a student's mindset also affects
non-traditional students (Garland, 1993; Markel, 2015). Additionally, perceived lack of
academic skills, learning styles and knowing how to get into a learning mode, as well as
previous learning experiences can adversely affect the non-traditional student when they
return to school (Garland, 1993; Hensley & Kinser, 200 1 ; Kenner & Weinerman, 201 1 ) .
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Factors contributing to non-traditional students' success. The very definition

of non-traditional by the authors whose work inspired the definition (Hom & Carroll,
1 996) used in this study is students whose "choices or background characteristics may

make them vulnerable to problems in school." Hence, non-traditionals are at risk of
academic shortfalls. However, as Chao and Good (2004) asserted, certain variables can
serve as protective factors that moderate these risks and aid in their success. The major
findings concerning non-traditional students' success were the importance of support
systems and personal drive. The emphasis of the importance of a solid support system
for non-traditional students is consistent in the literature. An unsupportive spouse can be
detrimental to a student's ability to remain enrolled in classes (Hensley & Kinser, 200 1 ;
Hardin, 2008). The importance of support systems as a protective factor was so prevalent,
several types of support systems were identified in this study. Support from a spouse,
children, friends, family other than children or spouse, faculty, advisors, employers, and
colleagues all contributed to the success of the non-traditional students. The literature
reiterates the importance of protective factors through support systems for non-traditional
students. Support from a student's partner and employer is important when balancing

busy schedules (Chao & Good, 2004; Ludden, 1 996). The importance of familial support
was also found in previous literature; support was provided through help with chores,
privacy when studying, and understanding the importance of the student role (Hayter,
20 1 5 ; Ludden, 1 996). Professionals on campus also helped fill in gaps when the
student's personal support system fell short (Bauman, et. al., 2004). Additionally,
flexibility and understanding from employers can assist students (Chao & Good, 2004;
Ludden, 1 996).
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One facet of Bandura's ( 1 986) social cognitive theory, strengthening beliefs in
capabilities, can influence the decision to return to school as well as the decision to
remain enrolled until graduation. Beliefs in capabilities (Bandura, 1986) can come from
both support systems and personal drive, as exhibited by the participants in this study.
Three participants specifically mentioned their spouses and/or faculty giving them words
of encouragement when they felt difficulties in managing their life roles. This
encouragement gave them the support and belief in themselves to continue their
educational journey.
Resilience though personal drive was another important determinant of students'
success. Participants in Hayter's (2015) study stated that familial support systems helped
foster their personal drive and motivation. Some participants recognized their personal
drive as a f�ctor driving them to complete their degree. One made the decision to return
to school following academic dismissal and another returned for his third attempt at
higher education. Their determination and belief in themselves have helped them
succeed during this time. Another aspect of Bandura' s ( 1986) theory is the environment
in which a student can develop competencies. These can directly affect their ability to
remain and succeed in school (Bandura, 1986). Learning environments can be
coursework or having appropriate study skills necessary to be successful in an
undergraduate degree program. In this study, participants found assistance in developing
competencies though various support systems. One of these systems participants
indicated was faculty and advisors. The faculty and advisors that most participants had
contact with helped them develop competencies by providing an educational plan to
graduate, campus resources to aid their learning, and empathy to the participants' needs

95

as

parents. Additionally, Bandura ( 1 988) believed significant achievements require

resilient effort.
Recommendations for Student Affairs Professionals

Student affairs professionals can provide support, resources, and programming
that is beneficial to non-traditional students. The following explains recommendations
for practice.
•

Host orientations specifically geared towards non-traditional students after
hours, on weekends, or online. Make these orientations a one-stop-shop. Have
financial aid staff, academic advisors, and technology professionals available.
Non-traditional students must balance many roles and having orientation during
or in a way that does not interfere with their work or family's schedule is
beneficial.

•

Create a Non-Traditional Student Office. This office can have staff proficient in
the online learning platforms, Word, Excel, PowerPoint, and other technology that
can assist students that are unfamiliar with technology. Have staff that can
provide child-care referrals and resources or establish an affordable child-care
facility within the office. This office could also provide peer mentors of other
non-traditional students or academic mentors of professionals on campus that
were non-traditional students to help them navigate their education.

•

Provide on-campus housing options for students with spouses and children.
Families need multiple bedrooms with ample living space. Living on-campus can
help students access resourses needed, find quiet places to study near home, and
make a connection to campus.
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•

Collaborate with on-campus or local agencies/departments that can help with
child-care needs. Students with young children need dependable, affordable, and
quality child-care. By collaborating with agencies, students unfamiliar with the
area or new to needing child-care will be able to easily obtain the resources they
need.

•

Identify student non-traditional status prior to their arrival on campus. By
identifying non-traditional students before they come to campus, institutions and
professionals can provide appropriate resources this type of student population
may need.

•

As an institution, identify the needs ofnon-traditional students to develop
resources and programming to benefit them. One recommendation is to ensure
there is a student organization that benefits all non-traditional students, not just
student-parents. Another helpful resource could be a list serve that could email
helpful information all identified non-traditional students.

•

Offer resources to assist non-traditional students with technology. These
resources can be made available through workshops, trainings, or online videos.

•

Communicate to faculty the importance ofproviding all students some control.
Requiring non-traditional students to participate in group projects or go to events
outside of class time for a grade can disrupt already busy schedules and cause
additional time away from family.

Recommendations for Future Research

This study was conducted to expand on existing research by examining the lived
experiences of six married undergraduate students at University A, aged 25 and older
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with dependents, at a mid-sized, public university in the rural Midwest. Future research
is needed to expand the understanding of what factors help a non-traditional student
return to higher education, what challenges they face, and how they can be supported to
earn their four-year degree. The following describes recommendations for future
research.
•

f
Conduct this study in diferent
geographic regions ofthe United States and other
countries. The non-traditional students in this study did not relocate for their
education. Therefore, the culture of the region in which they lived may have
influenced their experiences and how they understood those experiences.

•

Conduct this study with a larger sample ofparticipants with a more racially,
gender, and diverse sample by major and year in school. The major and year in
school may impact the experiences non-traditional students have while earning
their degree.

•

Conduct this study at various types ofhigher education institutions, including
community colleges and private institutions. By broadening the experiences
according to type of institutions studied, information could arise explaining how
non-traditional students' experiences differ or are like the findings of this
research.

•

Conduct a longitudinal study. A longitudinal study would allow the researcher to
follow the same participants over a 5- or 1 0-year period. This would allow the
researcher to see the progress towards their degree and their satisfaction with the
decision to earn their four-year degree.
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•

Utilize a different qualitative approach over a longer period. The use of the case
study approach, for example, could provide additional insights into the
experiences of the non-traditional student that could not be captured in the current

study, which relied in part, on participants' recall of past experiences. The case
study, the entire course of a non-traditional students' academic career could
provide a more complete picture of all their experiences. Conducting a study with
a qualitative survey could help reach a larger population, also providing a more
complete representation of non-traditional students.
Further research to add being a veteran to the list of characteristics that define
non-traditional students can also further enhance the definition of what a non-traditional
student is. Student veterans are often non-traditional students by default due to their age
and time out of school. However, they have unique needs to be met, while having
overlapping characteristics of the Hom and Carroll ( 1 996) definition of non-traditional
students.
Limitations
Qualitative approaches are, by nature, vulnerable to certain limitations that have
the potential to

affect the trustworthiness of the findings. Four limitations were identified

in this study. The frrst was limited exposure time. The researcher spent one 45-60
minute with each participant in one space. Therefore, the researcher did not observe
participants in the classroom, non-academic campus spaces, or at home, providing a
wider lens.
This study also focused on one small subset of moderately to highly non
traditional students: married undergraduate students, aged 25 and older, with dependents.
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Therefore, the participants' experiences do not necessarily transfer to all non-traditional
students.
All participants in this study earned a traditional high school diploma. This
means findings may also not be transferable to all moderately to highly non-traditional
students or non-traditional students as an entire population.
Another limitation is transferability of the findings (Krefting, 1991 ). One
disadvantage of qualitative research is findings cannot easily be transferred to larger
populations with the same level of sureness as quantitative research (Atieno, 2009). This
research was conducted at a predominantly White, four-year, mid-sized public
comprehensive university in the rural Midwest. Thus, the findings may not be
transferable to all institutions, such as community colleges, private institutions, and
institutions of other sizes. Because many non-traditional students commute, the size of
community in which the institution is located, and the specific geographic location can
affect transferability (Krefting, 1991).
The researcher as an instrument was also a limitation (Anderson, 2010).
Qualitative research depends on the expertise of the researcher, and the researcher can be
prejudiced by his or her own personal biases and experiences (Anderson, 2010; Yin,
201 1 ) . Qualitative researchers determine the amount of time spent on the study, if the
data is strong enough to establish good themes, and how the data becomes a persuasive
narrative (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Additionally, the presence of the researcher may
have affected the subject's responses to the interview protocol (Anderson, 2010).
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Finally, qualitative research is difficult to replicate, and the number of participants
can be low. The topic determination, participant selection, data collection, and data
analysis process are dependent on the researcher.
Conclusion

This qualitative study was conducted to explore the lived experiences of married
undergraduate students at University A, aged 25 and older with dependents, a mid-sized,
public university in the rural Midwest. More specifically, I wanted to gain insights into
the essence of what it means to be married with children, over the age of 25 and pursuing
a four-year degree, beyond my own experiences. With regards to my first question
"What factors help non-traditional students decide to earn their four-year degree?,"
overall findings corresponded well with previous research, which found that non
traditional students pursue a degree for a variety of reasons. I conclude that non
traditionals return to school after significant life events, such as separation from a spouse
or the loss of what was viewed as a stable job. With these significant life events comes
the goal of financial security for their families or simply the decision to pursue a
longstanding goal.
With regards to the challenges faced by non-traditional students, the overall
findings also related well with previous research. I conclude non-traditional students face
the challenges of balancing the multiple roles they have in life. Some of their roles may
include parent, spouse, employee, and student. Additionally, they face academic
challenges, such as technology use and adopting an academic mindset due to their time
away from education.
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Finally, with regards to the factors that contribute to non-traditional students'
academic success, the findings illuminate the importance of a strong support system from
the people in their lives, such as their spouse, children, other family members, friends,
faculty, advisors, and the people they work with. Non-traditionals also rely on their own
personal drive to help them do well in higher education.
As a qualitative researcher, I do not espouse an objective reality. Interactions
with the participants impacted me, and I impacted the participants. Conducting this study
has provided me with an invaluable learning experience and an absolute love for
research. I have gained insight into the nature of qualitative research and many aspects of
the research and writing process. I have learned that research is incredibly rewarding and
exciting, even when there were times I felt frustrated or overwhelmed by the nature of a
qualitative study.
My personal experiences with the findings included commonality with my
experience as a non-traditional student and some distress. For example, the participants'
discussion of their academic challenges and support systems was like mine. I also
expected to hear about the importance of support systems in non-traditional students'
success. On the other hand, it was distressing to learn about the medical needs of non
traditional students going unmet because of finances and their student status. I did not
expect to hear how welcoming faculty were of students' children in the classroom.
Through this study, I have learned valuable information I will be able to apply to
my practice as a student affairs professional. I aim to be an advocate for non-traditional
students on my campus. Additionally, I intend to continue to conduct research
throughout my professional career to find ways to better serve all student populations.
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Several challenges non-traditional students face are like those traditionally aged
students experience, but some are different. For example, non-traditional students must
balance their school schedule with the schedule of their families and, sometimes, a work
schedule. They also have different distractions than their traditional counterparts, such as
worrying about child-care, meal planning, and noise disruptions from their children.
As enrollment of non-traditional students in higher education continues to rise,
institutions, faculty, and student affairs professionals need to be aware of the unique
challenges these students face and the support needed when returning to school to earn
their degree. By understanding these challenges and needs, colleges and universities will
be able to provide resources needed to help these students succeed at becoming college
graduates.
As college enrollment continues to climb, there's no doubt that increasingly more
students will meet the definition of the moderately or highly non-traditional student
(Hom & Carroll, 1996). They will enter our institutions with their own reasons, many
with dreams similar to their non-traditional counterparts, others propelled along from a
different path; presumably the challenges that they face will persist, as institutional,
systematic and personal barriers remain, and institutions of higher learning continue to
respond somewhat slowly to the needs of an increasingly diverse student population in an
increasingly deficit budget climate. As each embark on their journey, they live the stories
they craft, truly exemplifying the words to Bandura (2002):
In many spheres of life, people do not have direct control over the social
conditions and institutional practices that affect their everyday lives. Under these
circumstances, they seek their wellbeing and valued outcomes through the
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exercise of proxy agency. In this socially mediated mode of agency, people try to
get those who have access to resources, expertise or who wield influence and
power to act at their behest to secure the outcomes they desire. People do not live
their lives autonomously. Many of the things they seek are achievable only
through socially interdependent effort. Hence, they have to pool their knowledge,
skills, and resources, provide mutual support, form alliances, and work together to
secure what they cannot accomplish on their own (p. 270).
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Appendix A
Recruitment Email

Dear Student,
My name is Amber Webb. I am a graduate student in the College Student Affairs
program at Eastern Illinois University, and I have chosen to focus my master's thesis on
the experiences of married undergraduate students, aged 25 and older, with dependents.
My thesis research is being guided by Dr. Catherine Polydore and Dr. Jennifer Sipes. I
would like to ask you to please consider participating in my study. Participants will be
asked to take part in a 45- to 60-minute interview so that I can learn about your personal
experiences balancing school and family. Within the thesis, a pseudonym will be used
for each participant to protect confidentiality.
Your participation would be tremendously appreciated. If you are interested in
participating, please let me know by responding to this email. I will be very happy to
answer any questions that you may have.
Respectful! y,
Amber Webb
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Appendix B
Consent to Participate in Research

A Look at the Lived Experiences of Moderately to Highly Non-Traditional Students

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Amber Webb, a graduate
student in the Department of Counseling and Student Development at Eastern Illinois
University. Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Please ask questions
about anything you do not understand, before deciding whether to participate.
You have been asked to participate in this study because you are an undergraduate student,
are 25 years of age or older that is married with dependents.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to investigate the essence of the lived
experiences of one subset of non-traditional students - married undergraduate students at
Eastern Illinois University (Ell), aged 25 and older, with dependents. EIU is a mid
sized, public university in the rural Midwest.
PROCEDURES

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in one
interview. The interview will last approximately 45 to 60 minutes. During the interview,
audio recording on two devices will be used and you may choose a pseudonym to be used
at this time.
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS

Participation in this research poses no greater than minimal risk. If completion of the
interview causes or triggers psychological stress or negative emotions, please contact the
Eastern Illinois University Counseling Center for assistance. Contact information for the
Counseling Center is the following:
EIU Counseling Center
Health Services Building
Phone: 2 1 7-581-3413
Hours: Monday - Friday 8 a.m. - 4:30 p.m.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY

By looking at the lived experiences of this subpopulation of non-traditional students,
institutions will be able to better serve them. Understanding how they balance their
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responsibilities, what helps them decide to enroll in classes, what barriers or challenges
they face, and what type of support they have on their journey can help provide a holistic
picture of how to recruit and retain these students by providing appropriate institutional
support and services.
CONFIDENTIALITY

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified
with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as
required by law. Confidentiality will be maintained by means of keeping data on a
password protected file. When the study is complete, the audio files and transcriptions
will be kept for three years and then destroyed.

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL

Participation in this research study is voluntary and not a requirement or a condition for
being the recipient of benefits or services from Eastern Illinois University or any other
organization sponsoring the research project. If you volunteer to be in this study, you may
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind or loss of benefits or services to
which you are otherwise entitled.
There is no penalty if you withdraw from the study and you will not lose any benefits to
which you are otherwise entitled. You may also refuse to answer any questions you do
not want to answer.

IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS

Mrs. Amber Webb
Email:

Email:
Phone:
Dr. Catherine Pol dore
Email:
Phone:
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS

I f you have any questions or concerns about the treatment of human participants in this study,
you may call or write:
Institutional Review Board
Eastern Illinois University
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600 Lincoln Ave.
Charleston, IL 61 920
Telephone: (217) 581 -8576
E-mail: eiuirb@www.eiu.edu
You will be given the opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights as a research
subject with a member of the IRB. The IRB is an independent committee composed of
members of the University community, as well as lay members of the community not
connected with EIU. The IRB has reviewed and approved this study.

I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I understand that I am free to withdraw my
consent and discontinue my participation at any time. I have been given a copy of this
form.

Printed Name of Participant

Signature of Participant

Date

117

Appendix C
Interview Protocol
Welcome and thank the participant. Ensure that the comfortable is comfortable. Provide
the participant with informed consent and go through informed consent with the
participant to answer any questions they may have.
I : Do I have your permission to take an audio recording of this interview?

I: The following questions are to simply gather demographic information about all
participants in my study. They will not be used to identify you.

1 . What would you like to be called in my study?
2. How old are you?
3. With what gender, if any, do you identify?
4. How do you identify racially?

5. How long have you been married?
6. How old are your children?
7. In how many credit hours are you enrolled this semester?
8. Are you currently employed? If so, how many hours per week do you work?
9. Did you receive a traditional high school diploma?
I: These questions will help me learn more about your experience as a non-traditional
student.

1 . What helped you make the decision to complete your four-year degree?
•

Did a life changing event influence your decision?

•

Do you feel earning your four-year degree will improve family life?

•

Did you base your decision based on a desire to be a role model for your
children?

2. Please tell me about the relationships you have developed while attending classes.
•

How is your relationship with the faculty and staff at EIU?

•

How is your relationship with your advisor?

•

How are your relationships with your other students?

3. Who d o you feel has helped you succeed i n college? What have they done to help
you succeed?
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•

How has your spouse/partner helped?

•

How bas your child(ren) helped?

•

How have other family and friends helped?

•

Do you feel you have had institutional support, such as, faculty, staff, your
advisor?

4. What personal and academic challenges have you experienced while taking
classes?
•

Can you give me some examples of personal challenges? For example,
how, if at all, have your studies impacted your time with family?

•

Can you give me some examples of academic challenges? For example,
how, if at all, do the needs of your family impact your ability to focus on
your studies?

5. In what ways has this educational experience been like you expected or not like
you expected?
•

What are some positive experiences you expected?

•

What are some positive experiences you did not expect?

•

What are some negative experiences you expected?

•

What are some negative experiences you did not expect?

6. What motivates you to complete your degree?
•

Could it be, perhaps, for a better job or promotion in your current job?

•

Could it be for a better life for your family?

•

Could it be a personal goal of completing degree?

•

Could it be a promise to a loved one to complete your degree?

7. How are you juggling school/work/family?
•

How are you setting aside study time?

•

How are you finding family time?

•

How are you fitting your work schedule in with study and family time?

8. Is there anything you would like to tell me about your experiences that I have not
asked you about?
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I: Thank you again for taking the time to share your experiences with me. I know that
your time is precious.
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Appendix D
Coding Illustration
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